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any of today’s 
parents might 
have partied 
like it was 1999 
during the ‘90s, 
but the party 
is over. These 

overprotective mommies and daddies have 
children now and they’re watching them 
like hawks. No matter where their children 
are, they are never too far away.

Soft urgings of “You can do it” 
have been replaced by a reassuring yet 
disturbing mantra of “Just let me do it.  
It will be faster, bigger, bolder and just 
plain better if I take charge.”

Several of our member schools 
and coaching clients bemoan similar 
complaints during our initial consultations. 
They start conversations with “It’s not 
the kids that I mind so much … it’s 
the parents!” While all parents are not 
hovering over us like fighter pilots 
swooping down to protect their young 
from enemy attack, many school owners 
and instructors seem to feel that the 
majority of parents is getting worse. And 
everyone — from children to instructors  
— is paying for it. 

If you listen hard, you might hear the 
foreboding undercurrent that stems from 
this unsaid message: “The more I work 
with kids, the less I like their parents!” 
Yeah. Put that on a bumper sticker and sell 
it. We wouldn’t have a whole lot of repeat 
customers, but boy would we feel clever.

Helicopter parents are said to inflate 
the egos of their children even if praise is 
unwarranted. They are accused of over-
managing their children — shuttling them 
from one activity to the next, even if it’s at 
the expense of everyone. These parents are 
said to want their children to be the very 
best, have the very best and own the very 
best, even if their children don’t try their 

very best. And why should they? Mom  
and dad will just provide it anyway.

I can see you rolling your eyes. It’s 
the same look that you get on your face 
when a parent is routinely tying her 
10-year-old’s shoes or blaming herself for 
forgetting her child’s belt at home. And 
while you’re muttering, “Is she kidding?” 
under your breath, she’s looking for  
other ways to help her child be the  
most prepared and the most successful  
at that specific moment without causing 
any undue stress on the part of her son  
or daughter.

Some children wish to get out of the 
shadow of their parents looming overhead. 
Others play their parents like computerized 
fiddles. After all, this is the fast-service 
tech-age. Just press one button and 
everything is fixed for them. No mess.  
No fuss. Just the good stuff, please.

It frustrates us as teachers and school 
owners to watch this happening because 
we see all our hard work unraveling once 
that button is pushed. Worse yet, the  
gains that the children have made can 
simply be eradicated. 

You are certainly not the first one to 
say, “Forget teaching kids. I’m just going 
to focus on adults.” But deep in your heart, 
you know that, when given the chance and 
the accommodating circumstances, you 
can make the greatest impact working with 
children. You just wish you could do it 
without parents running interference.

But seriously, parents are a very 
important part of our business. They can 
be our greatest advocates and our best 
source of referrals. And typically, they  
care deeply for their children and only 
want to see them happy and successful. 

As school owners and instructors, we 
must learn to work with all kinds of people 
so that we can best serve our clients and 

have an effective impact on our students. 
If we take the time to understand where 
these parents are coming from and how 
we can help them work with us, they can 
become our greatest resource. 

Why Are They So 
Overprotective?

Those of you who have been around our 
industry since the early ‘90s have probably 
detected a major change in parental 
behavior around your academy. Moms and 
dads are spending considerably more time 
around the training floor. They’re calling 
and asking to speak with instructors more 
frequently. They’re even e-mailing now 
and, in some cases, text messaging! 

Parents clearly love their children, but 
have some of them gone overboard? Do we 
need to employ “parent bouncers” to keep 
them from accessing the instructors before, 
during and after class?

Parents are overprotective for all 
different reasons. We already mentioned 
one major reason: Parents perceive that 
when they do something for their child, 
it comes out better. But there are other 
reasons as well. 

Whether their overprotective nature is 
due to their feelings of entitlement, their 
concern about their child’s shortcomings  
or the desperate fear of failure on the 
part of their child, these parents are 
doing a lot of the “living” for their child. 
Understanding where these parents are 
coming from might help us to understand 
how to cope.

The first major reason for a parent’s 
overprotective behavior is his/her need for 
control. Most overprotective parents simply 
call this “concern.” Parents can’t control 
the terrorists. They cannot control  
the kidnappers or the pedophiles.  
They can, however, control how their 

H e l i c o p t e r  P a r e n t s :
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children spend their time and, of course, 
with whom.

Parents are also overprotective 
because they fear the failure of their 
child. Some overprotective parents might 
just call this “love.” These moms and dads 
can’t stand by and watch their child feel 
inadequate, unprepared or miserable in any 
way. It’s too heartbreaking. They feel it is 
their responsibility to protect their child 
from these negative feelings.

Further, some overprotective parents  
are simply trying to live vicariously 
through their child. Some of these parents 
might just call this “involvement.” These 
moms and dads spend their time doing 
a large amount of their child’s work and 
looking for acceptance and approval 
for their own performance. They throw 
themselves into every activity their child 
does and take it personally when their 
child doesn’t succeed. 

Some overprotective parents might 
worry that their child’s performance and 
behavior will be perceived as a direct 
reflection of their own ability to parent. 
They can be very strict and controlling. 
These parents might just call it “insurance.” 
These moms and dads make sure that their 
child’s work is checked and rechecked. 
They put great pressure on their child to 
succeed so that shortcomings are avoided. 
They are the sideline coach, the back-seat 
driver, and the hovercraft overhead all 
rolled into one.

Finally, some parents are overprotective 
because they feel that their family is 
entitled to special treatment. They want to 
make sure that you deliver. Some moms 
and dads might simply call this “quality 
assurance.” These parents are constantly 
checking to see how you’re treating 

their child in comparison to others. 
They keep their eyes on everyone 
else’s plate. They believe that their 
child should get more of your time, 
additional energy from your staff  
and lots of free “extras.” If it will help 
their child, they will ask for it.

Clearly, parents have some complex 
reasons for hovering. But is it always 
for the greater good? 

The Negative Effects of 
Helicopter Parenting

While overprotective parents want 
the very best for their children, in the 
long run, they might be doing more 
harm than good. After all, childhood 
is supposed to be a time to make 
mistakes, learn from them and grow  
to be independent. Without this 
training ground, adulthood can be  
a very rude awakening. 

Vigilant protection may be paved 
with good intentions. However, 
for those parents who choose 
this approach, there are worrying 

consequences. Interestingly, these 
consequences do not fall only on  
the children. Nobody really benefits. 
Harmful effects of helicopter parenting 
include the following:

1. Undermining children’s confidence. 
No one can argue that confidence is one of 
the most important predictors of success. 
It’s the foundation of self-reliance and 
lays the groundwork for commitment, 
perseverance, goal achievement and 
courage. When parents take the reins,  
they don’t allow their children to learn 
how to take charge of their own lives.  
The repercussions can be long lasting.

2. Instilling fear of failure. If a child is 
learning that success is always dependant 
on the help of mommy and daddy, he 

H o w  t o  C o p e  w i t h  O v e r p r o t e c t i v e  M o m s  a n d  D a d s

Sometimes, martial arts can bring out 
overprotective behavior in parents because 
it can appear dangerous even when safety 
precautions are used.
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can become fearful that failure is 
imminent if he tries to go it alone. 
Clearly, no parent wants to see 
his or her child fail. However, if a 
child is continually shielded from 
disappointment and inadequacy,  
he or she’s being denied the chance 
to learn how to persevere, try again, 
and survive the challenges that  
life provides. 

3. Stunting growth and 
development. Since helicopter 
parents are essentially “babying” 
their children, it’s not surprising 
that kids of smothering mothers can 
be less mature than their self-reliant 
counterparts. Studies have shown 
that these children lack some of the 
knowledge to negotiate what they 
need, solve their own problems, 
stay safe, and interact in close 
quarters with others. Their ability 
to be accountable and responsible 
for their own actions is challenged, 
since their parents are always ready 
to step in and save the day.

4. Raising anxiety levels. 
I’m not just talking about the 
children’s anxiety levels, but 
rather, those of the parents! 
Research has shown that parents 
who consistently judge their own 
self-worth by their children’s 
success and accomplishments, 
report feeling more sad and having 
a more negative self-image than 
parents who did not engage in this 
behavior. Interestingly, parents’ 
anxiety levels and dissatisfaction 
with life has shown a marked 
increase during the past 20 years, as 
parents have become increasingly 
involved in their children’s lives.

5. Academies are depleting their 
resources. When helicopter parents 

are demanding more attention, time and 
consideration from instructors and school 
owners, they’re taking away these precious 
resources from their children and their 
children’s classmates. There’s only so much 
time in a day. If the instructor or school 
owner is focused on a parent, s/he is not 
focused on improving curriculum, teaching 
class or working with staff. 

Of course, helicopter parenting can also 
raise the frustration level of the school 
staff, which can have negative effects on 
how a class is taught and how a school  
is run.

Laying the Framework for 
Parent-Teacher Harmony

Parent-teacher harmony is created 
when everyone is on the same page. You 
have to do a little legwork to get there, 
but it’s definitely worth it. After all, last 
time I checked, complaining never solved 
problems — but solutions certainly do.

1. Lay and convey the ground rules. 
As with anything, you need to establish 
some ground rules and let people know 
what they are. If you have rules but they 
haven’t been relayed, you really have no 
rules. You must play a part in establishing 
a foundation for open communication and 
a positive learning environment. 

2. Let parents know the best time, 
place and method they can use to contact 
your academy or the instructor. When 
you establish this simple ground rule and 
let parents know about it, parents will 
be much less apt to contact you at times 
when it’s inconvenient. I often hear from 
our clients that they get frustrated with 
parents who approach them right before, 
during or after class, since they are busy 
attending to the students. 

When no ground rule has been 
established around this issue, don’t be 
surprised when parents make up their own.

H e l i c o p t e r  P a r e n t s :

You Have  
Helicopter Parents  
on Your Hands If …

They are still trying to teach their 
child, even from the sidelines of the 
training floor.

They’re in constant communication 
with you, the instructors or the staff 
of your school.

They feel bad about themselves 
when their child doesn’t succeed.

They do their child’s school 
projects for them.

They badmouth the instructors or 
the staff in front of their children.

They barrage the school and the 
instructor with phone calls  
or e-mails.

They show up nearly every day, 
even on days that they don’t need  
to be there.

They start sentences with  
“We,” as in “We are testing for our 
yellow belt.”

They’re preoccupied with 
their child’s practice schedule, 
performance and testing, as well as 
how it compares to their classmates’ 
schedule, performance and testing.

They are still “dressing” their 
children, getting them ready 
for class and handing in their 
homework, even if their children 
don’t need or want assistance.
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3. Use a variety of methods to stay 
in contact. There are many ways to 
keep parents abreast of everything that’s 
happening at the academy without having 
to talk to each one on a one-on-one  
basis. Use e-mail blasts, password-
protected websites, phone trees and 
newsletters to announce school events  
and parenting seminars. 

Many of our member schools use a 
letter home to their students’ parents each 
month to inform them about the word 
of the month, how it will be taught, and 
what can be done at home to support the 
school’s efforts. This helps to keep the 
parents in the loop while simultaneously 
showing the parents that you want to 
partner with them.

4. Inform parents of your “safe to 
make mistakes” philosophy. Do you prefer 
the children to make a mistake by trying 
to do something themselves rather than get 

something perfect with their parents’ help? 
If so, put this philosophy into action. Post 
up information about this philosophy, send 
a letter home and put it in your welcome 
pack. Let parents and students know 
that, once they enter your school, they’ve 
entered the “mistake-safe zone” and 
encourage them to fail and try, try again!

5. Reinforce the self-reliance message 
in all parts of your classes. When children 
make a mistake and try again, make a big 
thing of it in class. Use each mistake as an 
example of “the best way to learn.” 

When doing your character-education 
mat-chats each month, sneak this lesson 
in periodically so that eavesdropping 
parents can hear it, too. For example, if the 
word of the month is “Impulse Control,” 
congratulate the child who demonstrated 

the ability to control his/her 
behavior without a reminder. 
Praise the child who completed 
her homework assignment 
without immediately asking 
for help. This can be extremely 
powerful for the child and  
the parent.

Once you put these 
foundational systems in place, 
a large percentage of your 
frustrations with protective 
papas and mamas will be 
alleviated. Of course, others 
might take a little bit  
more work.

Strategies to Cope 
with Over-Involved 
Parents

Parents might be adults, but 
that doesn’t mean that they 
have all the answers. You have 
likely worked with a child or 
two in the past, right? Yeah. 
Several thousand maybe, right? 

While you don’t want to thrust your ideas 
on parents, gentle suggestions and proper 
modeling can do a world of good.

If you don’t feel comfortable discussing 
these issues with parents, employ a 
“buffer” person who does feel comfortable 
or hire a coach or child-development 
expert to assist you. Much of my day is 
filled with answering questions about 
dealing with students and parents from 
school owners and instructors like you. 
You don’t need to deal with everything on 
your own — there are people to assist you. 

Of course, you can simply just let your 
frustration mount and do nothing about it. 
But that hasn’t worked so well in the past, 
has it?

H o w  t o  C o p e  w i t h  O v e r p r o t e c t i v e  M o m s  a n d  D a d s

When parents give their child room to grow, 
learn, make mistakes, and succeed without 
parental assistance, children gain a great 
sense of accomplishment.

It can be challenging for both parent and 
child when more self-reliance is expected. 
Encouraging parents to take the role of 
“conflict coach” can help urge children to 
be more self-reliant while parents feel that 
they are still involved.
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H e l i c o p t e r  P a r e n t s :

Teacher-Parent Decorum  
Knowing Where, When and How 

to Talk to Parents

W
hat if you have a conflict with a parent?  
How should you handle it? 

Disagreements are inevitable when 
dealing with parents and children. 
Emotions can run high. It’s likely that, 

at one time or another, parents and teachers will disagree 
about curriculum, homework, testing, teaching practices  
and discipline. You can’t just dismiss their concerns and say 
“too bad.” It’s been shown that establishing the foundation 
for open communication can be invaluable for resolving 
such problems.

Sometimes we wish we could just walk out or yell when 
parents and staff are engaging in direct disagreements. 
Of course, given that many of us are teaching character 
development as a core part of our curriculum, it’s vital that 
we convey respect and use good judgment when resolving 
conflict. Here are some important things to consider.

1. Make sure all staff knows the school’s 
policy for resolving conflict. While the school 
owner might know how things should be handled at the 
school, others may not. Policies should be outlined and 
discussed at staff meetings.

2. Discuss conflict out of earshot of children 
and other families. While it might be quicker to discuss 
individual children with parents whenever and wherever 
you can find the time, it’s inappropriate to talk to parents 
about their children when in public. You must insist upon 
confidentiality. This way, the parents know that you will 
not embarrass them or their children in front of other 
people. The parents, in turn, will be less apt to try to discuss 
complaints at inappropriate times in public places as well.

3. Know the facts. Don’t accuse a parent of lack of 
judgment or poor choices — especially when you don’t  

know all the facts. While it might seem apparent that 
something questionable has happened, there are always 
several sides to one story.

4. Speak directly to the parent. While someone 
might have been “sent” to discuss a problem with you 
— whether it was the nanny, the grandparents or other 
guardians, it’s important to speak directly with the parent. 
The parents might be unaware of any difficulties that 
are occurring with their children. Sometimes, there’s a 
misunderstanding. It’s crucial to request direct contact  
with the parent so that you can define the problem and 
solution together.

5. Avoid criticizing parents in front of their 
children. Criticizing the parents in front of the children 
isn’t helpful and is often confusing to the child. Children are 
very perceptive and pick up on anger and frustration. Since 
the teacher and the parent are very important people in 
the lives of children, they don’t know where to assign their 
loyalties and it may even cause them to question authority.

6. Choose a mutually agreed-upon time and 
place to discuss the conflict. Speaking when 
tempers are hot or time is limited is not likely the best time 
to discuss a disagreement. Also, as you know, people can be 
cranky or tired by the after-school hours. Perhaps a meeting 
can take place when the child is in school or involved with 
another activity.

Always remember that you are modeling the ways to 
resolve conflict every time you’re dealing with parents. 
Children will look to you and their parents to understand 
how to express frustration and work through disagreements. 
Even when you’re off the training floor, you are still 
the teacher. It is largely your responsibility to lay the 
groundwork for constructive communication and  
conflict resolution.
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If you want to help over-involved 
parents help their children without white-
knuckling the steering wheel (and you 
have already employed the foundational 
strategies above), here are some gentle 
ways to go about it.

1. Encourage parents to take advantage 
of disappointment. If a parent is saddened 
by a recent letdown in her child’s life, help 
that parent realize that disappointment  
is an excellent opportunity to assist 
children in exercising resiliency. Relay  
that, while you understand how difficult  
it is to see a child in pain, empathizing  
and helping a child “move on” is a great 
deal more productive than trying to “fix” 
the problem.

2. Promote open communication with 
the child. If parents want to engage in 
a discussion with you about a challenge 
that their child is having in class, let the 
parents know that the child is welcome 
to talk to you about the problem. While 
you’re very happy to have this information 
come to your attention, you think it would 
be the most productive if the child spoke 
with you directly about it so that you can 
work on solving the problem together.  
This helps the child learn to advocate  
for herself.

3. Give parents the position of “conflict 
coach.” If a parent knows that a child is 
having trouble with someone or something 
in class, encourage parents to ask 
questions, listen, and draw the solution out 
of the child. While this clearly takes longer 
than just giving the child the answer, speed 
is not as important as developed function. 
After all, we can all plug numbers into 
a calculator, but does that really help us 
learn how to solve math equations?

4. Support a parent in letting go a 
little at a time. While you would like to 
see a child become as self-sufficient as 
possible, this wish is not always practical. 

Parents have built up this need to be 
protective over a period of time. Letting 
go is hard. If a parent is continually doing 
things for her/his child, encourage the 
child and the parent to negotiate one or 
two things that the child can master on 
his own that month. Over time, he will be 
doing more and more on his own.

5. Encourage parents to wait for a 
child to ask for advice before giving it. 
While the parent might know the answer, 
allowing children to come up with their 

own solution, even if it might not be 
what the parent would have done, helps 
a child become more confident in his/her 
own ability to handle challenges. 

If a parent comes to you and says, 
“I told my daughter that she should do 
XYZ,” your immediate response could 
be, “That was a good idea. What were 
some of her ideas on how to cope with the 
problem?” Be sure to model this type of 
coaching in front of the parent when you 
are with the child.

6. Give parents a place at your school. 
If your parents’ area is right on top of 
your training floor, you are much more 
apt to invite extraneous complaints and 
interruptions. When overprotective parents 
are continually menacing you immediately 

before, during or after classes, you might 
be too accessible or your parents might be 
too close by. It’s then time to put a system 
in place.

Of course, while you want your parents 
to have an area that’s separate from your 
own, you don’t want them so far away that 
they can’t hear all the beneficial lessons 
you’re teaching at your academy. There’s 
a fine line between helpful separation and 
complete exclusion. 

Remember, the way that you model 
good coaching to parents during your 
martial arts lessons and the powerful 
training you teach in your character-
education segment of each class, can  
teach parents as much, if not more,  
than the students. You want them to  
hear this information.

7. Give parents a way to help out. 
While you might not appreciate the 
sideline coaching, parents like to be 

H o w  t o  C o p e  w i t h  O v e r p r o t e c t i v e  M o m s  a n d  D a d s

Talking to students about being more 
self-reliant can be a crucial step 
towards independence.
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involved. You can give protective parents 
small jobs like stuffing envelopes, or 
important titles like Charity Event 
Captain, Party Chaperone or Referral 
Advocate. When a parent has something 
constructive to do, he or she feels useful. 

The bonus? Some of your extra work 
gets done and the parent is focused on 
something else besides her child.

8. Cheer on parents who stay 
strong. You now know that handing 
over the reins to their “baby” is difficult 
for many parents. If an over-involved 
parent allows her child some additional 
wiggle room or doesn’t rush in when her 
child falls, fails or forgets something, 
congratulate her! Parents need praise  
as well. A child needs his parents to  
stay strong, especially when he feels  
a little shaky.

Conclusion
Where should you start? While there 

are many solutions discussed here, there’s 
no need to get overwhelmed. Just like 
the parent who’s learning to let go, you 
can choose one or two things to put into 
place and work on this month, and add 
on from there. In a matter of months, 
you’ll have another powerful system  
in place.

Of course, parents might not just fall 
in line like a bunch of dominos. You 
must be patient and consistent as well 
as clear about your goals for this area 
of your business. What would your 
ideal parents of your students look like? 
How could you best facilitate this in your 
school? Picture it. Write it out. Relay it. 
Your diligence will surely pay off. 

Eventually, and perhaps sooner than  
you think, you’ll notice that something  
has changed. The students will appear 
more self-reliant and the helicopter  
 

parents, with your help and support,  
will have their feet planted firmly on  
the ground.

Dr Robyn J.A. Silverman is the co-owner 
and child-development specialist of EEMA 
Fitness & Martial Arts in Weymouth, 
Massachusetts. She has developed the 
POWerful Words Character Toolkit, a 

systemized, easy-to-use, age-appropriate 
character-education program for all  
martial arts schools. The Toolkit is 
currently being used in over 300 large  
and small martial arts academies 
worldwide. For information, please  
call 1-781-718-1640, e-mail  
jsilverman@powerfulwordsonline.com  
or check out the website at  
www.powerfulwordsonline.com.

H e l i c o p t e r  P a r e n t s :

School owner and child-
development specialist Dr. 
Robyn Silverman will speak  
on two important topics at 

this year’s Martial Arts SuperShow at 
the MGM Grand Hotel & Casino in  
Las Vegas, Nevada on July 5 - 7, 2007.

1. “That Kid is Driving Me Nuts! 
Strategies for Dealing with Distracting, 
Monopolizing or Withdrawn Students.” 

This seminar is for anyone who is 
currently dealing with or who has  
ever been frustrated by a student.  
In this seminar, Dr. Robyn will discuss 
how to best deal with distracting 
students, students who monopolize 
your class time with questions and 
off-track topics, and students who  
are withdrawn or inattentive. 

A distracting student is someone 
who is repeatedly or continuously 
preventing an instructor from teaching 
and preventing other students in the 

class from learning. As a professional 
school owner, you cannot allow your 
time to be absorbed with focusing on 
only one student. 

She’ll teach you when to put systems 
in place and when it’s time to simply 
let a student go. She’ll also cover some 
specific strategies that school owners 
and chief instructors can share with 
their staff immediately upon return 
from the MASuperShow. 

2. “I Wanna Quit! Strategies That 
Will Keep Your Students from Walking 
out the Door.”

No professional school owner is 
immune to retention challenges. This 
seminar will provide the strategies to 
lay the groundwork for commitment 
among the students, parents and the 
staff. Age-appropriate responses and 
background will be discussed. It will 
also provide exactly what to say when 
that next child utters, “I wanna quit.”

Dr. Robyn to Speak at the 

MASuperShow!
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