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To my wonderful children ‒ you have all taught me so much.
My daughter Catherine Heineke, my sons
Chris, Graham, James and Maurice Parsons, and my foster son
Paul Stidder, who lived with us for all his school years.
And to the beloved 17, in age order:
Sam, Reuben, Hannah, Callum, Joel, Corin, Luke, Ethan, Matt,
Alisha, Lachlan, Brianna, Sophia, Joseph, Olivia, Liam and Bethany.
You are our future.
Good luck with teaching your parents.

My inspiration

What Readers Say
This book is Robyn’s finest work to date. With her tribe of children
and 17 grandchildren as evidence, Robyn has cleverly combined her
professional acumen with her experience of life to produce this wonderfully practical parenting handbook. Yvonne Godfrey, Founder of
MIOMO (Making It On My Own), host parent on reality TV show,
The World’s Strictest Parents, author of Parenting Yadults – How to
Set Up Your Young Adult for Independence and Success in Life!

What a heap of wonderful and VERY practical observations,
suggestions and useful advice, supported by research, to guide
even the most confused parent and every family, regardless of age
and stage of children, (even for grannies!). All presented in a very
readable style – exactly what you would expect from Robyn. I loved
the concept of computer dollars. What an easy way to reinforce
the idea that family life is made up of responsibilities as well as
privileges. And sick of your children whinging because they’re not
getting what they want? Check out Lesson 19 on lessons learnt from
the French. What a pity Robyn wasn’t writing when I was bringing

Another great informative read from the Time Queen. Robyn has

up my children - I would have had a lot more answers! Anna Ryan,

woven her personal parenting experiences and observations with

Ryan Publications.

lessons learned from others to produce a book of great tips, advice
and learning. This book will challenge your assumptions and parenting
style to strengthen your bond between you and your child. I will be
personally using some of the superb tips to become a better parent to
my two children. Karen Tui Boyes, Spectrum Education. Educator,
Speaker & Author.

Thank you, thank you, thank you for all your wonderful, thoughtful,
insightful tips. I think the biggest benefits from reading your book is
knowing that I'm not alone in this crazy juggle, and that someone
has taken the time to test, measure & report quicker and more time
effective ways of getting all those routine but vitally important jobs
done. You've shaved minutes of work from each of my days, and I'm

This book has common sense, practical advice that all parents can

so proud I'm finally getting a handle on it all. Helen Faulkner, The

relate to, with lots of easy tips which can be incorporated into our

Saddle Camp, Australia.

daily routine. I look forward to sharing the ideas. Linda Venables,
Regional Manager, Radius Residential Care, New Zealand.

Robyn has provided practical tips and suggestions for saving time and
managing children. Her experience with her own tribe clearly shows

Robyn's many years as a mother and grandmother means she writes

through and she has found tips and suggestions from a wide range

from her personal experiences, rather than basing her work on the sec-

of other sources. Even if you don’t agree with all of Robyn’s advice,

ond-hand telling of episodes and events of others. Her book should be

each point she makes invites discussion and deep thought for the

essential reading for all parents, no matter their age. Phillipa Challis,

reader and their parenting community. A good read to dip in and out

Live Life Laughing, Australia.

of, and excellent references for other reading. Highly recommended.
Lisa Rose, mother of six and blogger.
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Introduction

A Peek into This Book
Greetings to you all - mums, dads, grandparents, aunties and

uncles, caregivers and anyone else with an interest in seeing our
children grow up to be responsible members of society.

This book started many years ago as articles in a range

of magazines, my weekly column in the online version of

the New Zealand Herald and my blog (which you’ll find at

www.gettingagrip.com). Think of it as a collection of lessons
learnt on the job – the hard way!

After much nagging from friends around the world, I’ve been

persuaded to strap these ‘babies’ into a digital car-seat, give them
a polish up, add more content and send them out in grown-up

form – a book – into our wonderful wired world. (Words, sit still
while I belt you in!)

Have fun with it. You might not agree with all my philos-

ophies and ideas; I don’t promise to be politically correct.
They’ve worked for me but that’s not to say they’ll

work for every parent, caregiver or child. I haven’t

tried to cover every aspect of child-raising – that would require
an encyclopaedia! Instead, you’ll discover my home-grown

philosophies, organically gathered over many years,
from my perspective as a time management specialist, parent
and grandmother.

There’s never enough time!
Have you noticed a common theme in society today? There never

seems to be enough time in the day for everything, or so we
believe. (I don’t buy into that philosophy, as you’ll read further on.)

If you’re a parent or regular caregiver you probably collapse
11
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into bed at night dreaming wistfully of the day when you’ll have

years, ‘job-sharing’ the raising of the children with their father,

life without them, but oh for the chance to have an uninterrupted

The first part-time job I had while on welfare

some time to yourself. You love your children, you can’t imagine

who has been a very dedicated dad.

meal. You wonder when you’ll next enjoy a bath without someone

was house-cleaning to scrape together a few extra

‘Hurry up Mum, I’m busting’ shouted through the door with rising

I was going to pay the bills. But now, looking back, I’m glad

thumping on the door. You wish you could go to the toilet without
anxiety or ‘Dad, Johnny hit me’ bellowed from the other end of

the house. And the thought of having a quiet sit-down seems like
a distant memory; ‘quiet’ and ‘children’ don’t often belong in the
same sentence!

Hang in there. Our babies grow up very fast. One day

the noise and mess will disappear. Enjoy the chaotic and crazy

years. This is your opportunity to make a difference as you guide
and grow young people into valuable, well-adjusted members
of society.

What gives me the right to talk about raising kids?
I’ve birthed five and raised six. (Paul is an intellectually

handicapped foster son who came to us at the age of three and is
now living happily in a semi-independent living environment.)

Somewhere we missed on the gender balance. Five of the six

dollars for necessities. Many times I wondered how
for the journey. Of my five birth children, two are army offi

cers (the oldest is currently a brigadier and the youngest is a

major), another son is a country policeman and the fourth
is a sheep-and-beef farmer and a leader in New Zealand

agri-politics. Their sister and my only daughter works with
her husband, running the administration side of their family
building business.

Our tough and penny-pinching life when they were young

has given them great skills in resilience, adaptability and a
strong work ethic. I’m very proud of my kids and have a won-

derful relationship with all of them. It is also a delight to see the
way they relate to their children; they’re great parents. Being

the offspring of divorced parents has certainly not consigned
them to a dysfunctional adulthood.

are boys and now they’re continuing the family trend. These days

There is life after babies and the chaos of small children!

might be at the end with 17! Eleven of them are that same dirty,

spend the rest of your natural days in crazy mode? I know I felt

I’m blessed with a very large number of grandchildren – I think we

If you’re a young parent right now, does it ever feel like you’ll

noisy, rambunctious species – delicious boys. I’m also regularly

that way – for years. People said there was a light at the end of the

involved with two lovely great-nieces who have no grandparents
living anywhere nearby.

You’ll find here the thoughts, philosophies and time-sav-

ing strategies of a practical country woman who grew up

tunnel but all I saw was a fog – of exhaustion and endless chores.
While it was accented by lots of fun, laughs and love for my children, it was a fog nonetheless.

To be sure, I still have the occasional stint of changing

with no luxuries. After 15 years of marriage to a farmer I found

nappies, wiping noses, feeding the troops and keeping

12
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‘Oui, Jean-Mi’, was my response. Then I scurried around to

And there is a return address on the parcel!

find a French teacher in Auckland.

as encouragement for you.

regular port of call. Now the big goal is to become fluent enough

surviving on government assistance in the Far North of New

French friends in their own language and in their own country.

Here’s a thumbnail sketch of my ‘post-childraising’ life
Life is very different from those broke and penniless days

Zealand. Since the early 1990s I’ve been a writer, speaker,

A few months later the local Alliance Française became a

that I can communicate effectively with my growing group of

These days I spend increasing chunks of time in France. The

media presenter, trainer and consultant/coach on all aspects

visits started out with a desire to build language competency.

(You can find out about my work at www.gettingagrip.com).

tree. I couldn’t believe my eyes. We have French Huguenot an-

of time management, work/life balance and productivity.
My biggest client group is the business world in Australia and

New Zealand, with regular forays for both work and pleasure
to the other side of the world – from Dubai, Africa and Asia

Then, in 2014 an aunt handed me one page of a sketchy family

cestry! Watch this space for at least one book on that particular
journey of discovery.

And, of course, I spend regular time with my adult children

to France and other European countries, England and the

and rapidly growing grandkids and honorary grandkids – visiting,

I live in beautiful semi-rural New Zealand only 45 minutes

vations and learnings from some of those interactions sprinkled

American continent.

south of Auckland, on the water’s edge of a big tidal estuary. The
sports I enjoy include competitive sailing with the Auckland Classic

Yacht fleet, hiking, cycling, jogging and walking. The exercise is vital – it allows me to enjoy lovely wine and food without looking like
a pumpkin! I’m also an avid reader.

Then there’s my ongoing love affair with France. This was

triggered by my fluent French-speaking daughter-in-law Lauren

who did her last year of schooling as an exchange student. Her
generous and delightful host parents, who live near Paris, have
become part of our extended family. In his deliciously accented

English, her host father Jean-Michel threw out a challenge a few
years ago: ‘Robyn, next time you come to France you must be
speaking some French!’

childminding, and having adventures together. You’ll find obserthrough this book. Children are a great source of material!
Why did I choose time management as a career?

It chose me! If you’ve read any of my other books, you’ll know that
I didn’t start off very well in the time-skills department. When I
confess to this and people hear that I raised six kids, they look
startled.

‘Surely you must have been good at time management if

you brought up that many children?’ they say in shock. No, actually.

I was constantly late for things, frequently lived in a muddle, and
the round thing on top of my shoulders was often a confused ball
of mush.

One pivotal experience in those frenetic child-raising years is

etched in my memory. I’d just taken one of the ankle-biters to the
14
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toilet at a friend’s house. As I pulled up his underpants, I noticed
a poster on the back of the door – something about the value

of time. While I can’t quite recall the exact words, I do clearly

remember my awareness that here was an area of life I needed
to explore. I walked away telling myself I’d think about it more,
when I found the time. (No, the irony has not escaped me!)

And then there was Mrs Davenport, but I’ll tell you about

her later.

So, we stumbled along. It wasn’t until my youngest child,

Maurice, was nearly 12 and I was an award-winning but burntout real estate agent, now living in Auckland, that a friend

pointed me in the direction of a decent time management system.
The knowledge was like manna from heaven. From that moment,

life took a new direction – and that’s another story told in other
books.

You’ll find a blend of two approaches scattered through
this book:
1

The top-down approach: how we view time and the
kind of life we want for ourselves and our families.
What high level decisions will impact the quality of
our lives?

2

Practical commonsense strategies to help on a day-today level.

The Tribe

I’ve enjoyed this wander down memory lane as I pulled these
experiences and contributions into some kind of order for you.

(A bit like getting the family ready for an outing – it always takes
longer than you expect!)

16
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Start as you mean to go on Reflections on effective parenting
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LESSON 1:

I was making mistakes with my parenting, no matter how hard

Just do your best - tomorrow is another day!
When we begin our child-raising years, doesn’t it feel daunting?

I’m sure I’m not the only parent to wonder if I was raising these
little bundles of joy the right way. As my first son, Chris, became
a curious toddler, I began to worry about all manner of things.

Was I giving him enough stimulation? Was I being too strict? Was
I too soft? How should I handle disobedience? How and when

should I establish boundaries? What should those boundaries
be? The ‘should’ words were many; the anxiety levels were high.
One kid turned into two, then there were three, then four

and finally we stopped at five. Add a three-year-old intellectually
handicapped long-term foster son before the second son was born
and nine years later, to my surprise, I found six chicks in my nest.

You’ll appreciate why time to think about profound questions like

‘Am I doing this parenting thing right?’ went down the toilet with
the residue from the nappies!

When you’re surrounded by a multitude of demanding little

people and you’re yet again pregnant and/or breastfeeding, sur-

vival becomes the key objective – no matter how many clever
parenting books you’ve read or courses you’ve been to. Many days

I operated on auto-pilot, parenting by default and hoping for the
best. At odd moments I’d wonder how those well-organised one- or

two-child families maintained such calm. And then I’d realise,
‘Oh heck, two kids are painting the car (true, that did happen),
the toddler’s throwing things down the toilet and the baby needs
a feed – thinking will have to wait!’

I’m sure there were times when the people around me thought
20

I tried, but I did my weary best.

The years flashed by in a blur of small bodies, ever-empty

stomachs and a permanently messy house. I got used to counting

heads to make sure no-one was left behind. I got used to the
bemused looks on strangers’ faces as they realised this mob was
all one family. And I also got used to feeling permanently out of

control, always a bit behind with what needed to be done. There
were never enough hours in the day and always too much to do.
(Is that why I’m a time management specialist now, I wonder!)

A mother’s work is never done! Embarrassing piles of wash-

ing in various stages of completion always beckoned. Curls of
dust seemed to live permanently in the corners. Toys littered

the floor. With eight people to clothe, the ironing and mending

piles just got bigger. Outdoors, the lawns always needed mowing;
the gardens seemed to be always full of weeds. And thank

goodness for that long driveway – if I heard unexpected guests
heading up, there was just enough time to tidy up the worst of
the mess. In those two minutes I could straighten the throw-over

on the shabby old sofa (all we could afford for lounge furniture)
and dump unwashed dishes in the sink, pretending I was about

to do them. In extreme cases I was even known to throw dirty
pots and baking dishes out of sight in the oven or even the washing
machine!

Of course, there was a lot of fun. Bedrooms turned into huts.

Well, isn’t that what blankets are for? You mean they’re supposed
to be on beds? Who thought of that boring idea? Pets entertained.

Bonneted puppies and kittens took strolls in the dolls’ pram,
wheeled not just by Cathy, the one girl in the family, but also her

five rowdy brothers dressed up in beads, frilly petticoats and high
21
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heels (not that they’ll admit to it now!) Days after two white mice

like housework, remember to play – and one day they’ll be telling

disappeared, with search parties closed down, tears wiped away

and small owners resigned to their loss, they turned up (still alive,

you to behave! (Yes, it has happened! A mother’s revenge!)

to our amazement) in a dress-up purse. Pinkie the baby possum
was fun until, frightened by a dog, her strengthening and suddenly

sharp claws scratched small legs as she raced for the nearest tree,

which just happened to be Maurice’s two-year-old head. And the
hens were always underfoot. Did Graham grow up refusing to

eat chicken, I wonder, because they perched on his pram at feed
time? (Thank goodness Husband’s bright idea to have a small

free-range poultry farm didn’t last more than about 18 months!)
The floor was a constant training ground for military-style

obstacle courses and pitched battles of toy soldiers. (Was that

what influenced two of the five boys to choose the army as a
career?) Lego and Meccano pieces would turn up in the paddock,
despite strict instructions that they were not be taken outside.
An unsealed drive made a great mud hole for filthy small boys,

aided by the hose. And of course, this mud was tracked inside
unless I was very vigilant.

You get the picture, I’m sure. A fair amount of chaos was my

normal daily round, but somehow I muddled through. Despite
the marriage break-up, shared custody and the ongoing dramas

The next generation love the dress-up box too!

that entailed, all the children have turned into wonderful, caring
and responsible adults and are doing a great job of their own
parenting. So maybe we did something right amidst all the bedlam
and my concerns over discipline.

The day-to-day physical raising of children is sheer hard slog,

but it’s also fairly routine. Even if your house and garden sometimes look like a town tip, kids somehow get fed and clothed.

Enjoy the ride, don’t worry too much about the peripheral issues
22
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LESSON 2:
Count your ‘hats’
We constantly hear the work/life balance drum being beaten these

days. Do you sometimes wonder if you’ll ever stumble across that
mystical Holy Grail of perfect life balance? Or does it seem like

something that only happens for others? And if you’re a parent
as well as a business person does it seem like a joke?

If life is too busy, maybe it’s time to step back and evaluate.

Are you trying to fit too much into every day, every week?
How many roles are you currently committed to?

Start as you mean to go on!

Are you feeling stretched like a sick rubber band as you
run children to endless classes and events, leaving no time
for relaxing?
There are no prizes for being a martyr. The kids won’t suffer if
they don’t belong to all the same clubs and activities as Willow
and Ali down the road. I’ve often heard young parents say,
‘I want to do the best for them. If they don’t get the opportunity
to do [fill in the blank] it might spoil their chances to succeed.’

The most important thing you can do is have a harmonious

home. Stressed and exhausted parents will have grumpy, tired

kids who only want you, not a million commitments. If we try
to do everything we’ll end up doing nothing properly. We’ll

Take a minute to count up all the roles you juggle. The list might

also burn out, be snappy, poor company, tired parents and lovers,

friend, employee or employer, taxi service to various child-based

Look for things to let go of – commitments, additional

include parent, supporter of aging relatives, grandparent, sibling,

and less-than-effective workers.

activities, contributor to voluntary organisations, church or com-

roles, projects, even magazine subscriptions – so you can have

many categories do you have? And – have you included a resting

See also:

munity group member, participant in sports activities … How
or time-out category for yourself?

We’re now hearing the term energy management instead of just

time management. Consider those multiple hats you wear – can

some time to relax as an individual and as a family.

Lesson 79: Is it possible for parents to enjoy any level of
work/life balance?

you grade each on an energy ratio? Most of our close relationships
are non-negotiable (sorry, you can’t return that messy 12-year-old!),
but what about some of the more peripheral ones?
When do you experience your highest energy?
What lights you up? What drains you?
Do you find yourself reluctantly putting in the hard yards
on some of those committees or activities?

24
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A few observations on technology over-use

LESSON 65:

LESSON 66:

Make meal times device-free

A creative way for technology to be your friend

Some families have a basket near the table and all devices are

One weekend I had the joy of looking after three grandsons while

turned off or to silent and placed in the basket before family
members take their seats at any meal.

A great cultural example of phone management
A significant feature of French family life is the importance placed

on sharing meals. It’s a time to share the highlights of the day,
discuss events, and simply be together. I’ve never seen a mobile
phone in evidence at any of my French friends’ tables, except when

we were using it as a translation tool to help communicate, or
sharing clever tech ideas and apps. To take a call while with others

is regarded as the height of disrespect and rudeness. (That’s not
to say that some French people don’t over-use their mobiles, but
the smart ones certainly set boundaries.)

The focus instead is on savouring the food, enjoying the con-

versation, and relaxing with people they care about.

Let’s copy the French and make our meals a time to be fully

present with the people at our table.

their parents were off at an agricultural conference.

On the Saturday morning I was chatting to a mother on the

side-line of seven-year-old Matt’s first rugby game for the season.
‘My son struggles to keep up,’ she said, pointing to the chubby lad

lagging at the back of the pack. ‘I’ve been telling him he needs to
do some runs to get a bit fitter and faster.’

At a guess, he spent a lot more time sitting down than his

lean and healthy team mates, most of whom were farm kids. I
suspect TV and possibly computers or Xbox-type devices were

his most likely entertainment. I realise this might sound harsh,
but as you’ll read in the next lesson, studies by Aric Sigman have

made a direct correlation between screen time and obesity/health
issues.

‘Once he gets into the weekly practice I’m sure he’ll tone up,’

I said reassuringly. And then, wanting to give her some helpful
suggestions instead of just platitudes, I added: ‘My grandsons
are on the run all the time. They don’t have a TV so outside fun

is a regular part of their day. Plus, they’re constantly looking for

ways to earn computer dollars, which helps keep them moving
as well.’

I think she heard the bit about running around but what really

got her attention was the computer dollars.

‘What are they?’ she said with interest, once she’d recovered

from the shock of a family with no TV.

180

181

Getting a Grip on Parenting Time

Computer dollars

A few observations on technology over-use

Here’s Matt at seven doing a very good job on his favourite task.

I explained that it was a great way to teach them responsibility
for jobs around the house and at the same time to ensure that

I think he likes to mow, but he certainly likes the computer time
he earns!

computer usage was kept at a reasonable level.

‘The two older boys are seven and nine,’ I told her. ‘They’re

not paid for routine tasks such as picking up their toys, but for
most other chores they negotiate with their parents about how

many ‘dollars’ they can earn. One ‘dollar’ earns five minutes on

the computer. Even the four year old earns a computer dollar if

he makes his bed – usually that just means pulling up the duvet.’
Earning opportunities for these small boys
Tie or untie the dogs and feed them: $1
Stack/unstack the dishwasher: $1
Clean the basins and mirrors in both bathrooms: $2
Mow the lawn: $4 (the seven-year-old was the main
lawnmower man at the time)
Sweep the garage: $2
Vacuum the whole house: $6
The other big benefit is the entrepreneurship they’re learning
by osmosis – they go looking for jobs so they can earn computer

time. When I hear a child ask: ‘Please can I clean the bathroom?’
I know these clever parents are onto something.

And a side benefit is the maths practice. As I write this book, the

computer dollar has now upped in value – it’s worth six minutes
on the computer instead of five. The boys are pretty good on

their five times tables and now it’s time to consolidate the six
times tables.

182

183

