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In psychotherapy, a child is never told, “you are great.” Judgmental
and evaluative praise is avoided. Why? Because it is not helpful. It
creates anxiety, invites dependency, and evokes defensiveness. It is
not conducive to self-reliance, self-direction, and self-control,
qualities that demand freedom from outside judgment. They require
reliance on inner motivation. Children need to be free from the
pressure of evaluative praise so that others do not become their
source of approval.
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As adults we have all felt hurt, angry, afraid, confused or sad. At

times of strong emotion there is nothing as comforting and helpful
as a person who listens and understands.
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It is not unusual for children who are praised for being smart, to
become less likely to take on challenging learning tasks since they
do not want to risk their high standing. In contrast, when children
are praised for their efforts, they become more persistent in difficult
tasks.
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Direct praise of personality, like direct sunlight, is uncomfortable

and blinding. It is embarrassing for a person to be told that she is

wonderful, angelic, generous, and humble. She feels called upon to

deny at least part of the praise.
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In our own childhood, we were not taught how to deal with anger as
a fact of life. We were made to feel guilty for experiencing anger
and sinful for expressing it. We were led to believe that to be angry
is to be bad. Anger was not merely a misdemeanor; it was a felony.
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Having been brought up not to show our true emotions, we are
proudest when, in the midst of the greatest turmoil, we show the least
reaction.
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Resolutions about not becoming angry are worse than futile. They
only add fuel to fire. Anger, like a hurricane, is a fact of life to be
acknowledged and prepared for. The peaceful home, like the hoped-
for peaceful world, does not depend on a sudden benevolent change

in human nature. It does depend on deliberate procedures that
methodically reduce tensions before they lead to explosions.
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When a child is repeatedly told by her parents or teachers that she is
stupid, she comes to believe it. She starts thinking of herself as such.
She then gives up intellectual efforts, feeling that her escape from
ridicule lies in avoiding contest and competition.
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The child may learn that his or her own anger is not catastrophic,

that it can be discharged without destroying anyone. This lesson may
require more than just expression of anger by parents.
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