[image: image1.jpg]



Modern parents are raising ‘praise junkies’. But be warned: it can damage their self-esteem 

How many times have you heard parents raving about their child’s ability to walk/talk/do their maths homework in under an hour? “Oh, you’re so smart/talented/funny!” It’s the received wisdom among parents that praise will boost a child’s self-esteem. Therefore, they believe, the more you praise them, the more confident they will be. However, the latest research suggests that in constantly praising children, we have created a generation of praise junkies — and even made them less emotionally resilient in the process. 

New research by Ohio State University indicates that young adults now show a greater desire for praise than they do for money or sex, describing praise as a fundamental need. 

In 1946 Benjamin Spock’s book Baby and Child Care heralded a new era of parenting. Dr Spock believed that raising children with love was more important than discipline. These ideas still largely underpin how we raise children today. Praise, we believe, gives children an innate reassurance that they can aim high. It stops them underperforming in later life. 

However, many experts believe that the pendulum may have swung too far in the praise direction and we are causing our children problems with, believe it or not, their self-esteem. Research by Professor Carol Dweck, at Stanford University, suggests that over-praised children suffer from the curse of “image maintenance”. Rather than trying to achieve more, such children take fewer risks because they do not want to be seen to “fail”. In addition, they put their energies into pulling others down to make themselves continually look “the best”. 

Endless praise, Professor Dweck argues, disables children from recognising the importance of error or failure as part of the process of learning. These children become heavily reliant on the endless positive validation of others. 

So what is the answer? Partial reinforcement. Think of slot machines — one-armed bandits. We continually play them because we sometimes win and often “almost win”. We should praise our children to let them recognise when they do well and increase their desire to want to do well. They need constructively negative feedback or they risk becoming emotionally and psychologically fragile children who cannot bear to make mistakes. They need to know when they have “almost won” or not won at all. We must learn to use praise intelligently. 

How to praise your child — the right way 
Rule 1 
Make praise specific Endless random praise is as effective as endless random shouting — it means nothing because children become desensitised to it. 

Rule 2 
Be sincere Children have a well-developed prefrontal cortex by the age of 7, which means that they can critically evaluate what they see/ hear/ experience. They can also sniff out the insincerity and are beginning to develop the all-important skill of cynicism. Endless praise makes them wonder what their parents want from them. 

Rule 3 
Be strategic Research suggests that from the age of 12 classroom praise is not computed as “I am doing well” but “I am behind and need encouragement”. Children believe that classmatess who are given constructive criticism are those that the teacher values most highly in terms of intelligence. 

Rule 4 
Spare your praise Research highlights how over-praised children consistently find it hard to stick to a task for long; they’re looking for assurance throughout the task, always wondering “Am I doing well?”. Try to save your answer until the task is complete. 

Rule 5 
Focus on their efforts Children who are praised for their natural intelligence do not strive to learn for fear of making mistakes. Children who are praised for their specific ability, and who are also helped to understand areas they can develop, work harder, take more risks and do better in overall intellectual, emotional and psychological resilience. 

ARE YOU OVERPRAISING YOUR CHILD?





Professor Tanya Byron





(taken from The Times – 15th april 2011)











