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Bringing Out The Best In Your Children  
 
Parents bring out the best in their children by motivating them 
Children are motivated by praise, not criticism 
Setting up for success is the best investment of your time 
 
When parents talk about ‘the best’ in their children they usually mean things like being 
cooperative, having confidence, being willing to try new things, trying their hardest, not 
giving up, putting in effort and reaching their potential.  
 
Parents can help their children do the best they are capable of and help them feel 
confident and happy. For parents to help children achieve their full potential they need to 
be able to communicate really effectively with the children. Unless the children are 
listening to the adults they will not learn. Parents need to be able to motivate, inspire and 
encourage our children and we can do this by the way we talk to them. We can also help 
build their self esteem and help them find solutions to problems.  
 
When children are not behaving at their best parents usually point out what they’re doing 
wrong in the mistaken belief that this is the way children improve. In fact when we tell 
children what they’re doing wrong they stop listening. If they hear a lot of criticism 
children may develop reduced self esteem. Children with a low sense of self worth don’t 
try hard or persevere and often don’t behave well. 
 
Praise 
Many parents try to praise their children and often manage to do so, particularly when the 
parent is calm and relaxed and it is fairly easy to see that the child has done something 
well. However most of us would also acknowledge that we don’t praise enough, that we slip 
into habits of noticing and mentioning the things our children do wrong more often than 
the things they do right. This is understandable. We are deeply conditioned to notice 
what’s wrong with something.  
 
When we criticise we do so with a good intention. We think that if we point out to our 
children what they’ve done wrong they will alter their ways. In fact when we tell children 
what they’re doing wrong they stop listening.  
 
When parents use praise effectively they motivate their children to believe in themselves 
and do well. 
 
When parents do praise they generally use words such as “well done, good girl, clever 
boy, marvellous, fantastic, super, brilliant, ace or cool”. This type of praise is called 
evaluative praise. Most adults will have received this kind of praise themselves as 
children and it is familiar to us so it is not surprising that we should use it with our own 
children. We praise our children in this way in the hope that we will thereby boost their 
confidence and reinforce good behaviour. Disappointingly, this kind of praise, while 
extremely well intentioned, doesn’t seem to make them feel good about themselves or to 
encourage particular behaviour.  
 
Why doesn’t evaluative praise work?  

• It isn’t specific enough  
• The children don’t really believe it –children compare themselves to other 

children.  They will always find evidence of someone who does something better 
than them.  Children don’t really believe that they are ‘super, marvellous, 
wonderful or brilliant.’ They can always think of someone who runs faster, climbs 
higher, draws better or does puzzles more adeptly than they. They don’t believe 
the praise and they may doubt the judgment of the person giving itwhen it 
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doesn’t fit with their own view of themselves. They may think well that’s nice of 
Dad but he’s supposed to praise me –it’s his job. 

• It tends to focus on the achievement rather than the effort or particular skill 
employed by the child. This makes the child feel that approval is dependent on 
good results which might, especially for a child struggling at school, feel 
unattainable. Studies (in US by Carol Dweck, Psychologist) have shown that the 
‘clever boy’ kind of praise is actually damaging to children. Children praised for 
intelligence perform less well on tasks than children who are praised for effort. 
“Praising intelligence takes it out of the child’s control and provides no recipe for 
responding to failure”. 

• Too superlative language loses value and credibility –it can be ‘over the top’ –
once children hear meritless praise they discount sincere praise as well (Judith 
Brook Professor of psychiatry New York university) 

• It doesn’t show real interest  
 

Descriptive Praise 
 

Descriptive praise is a different kind of praise, which children (and adults) can’t argue 
with. It is about noticing and mentioning exactly what the child has done right. They can’t 
argue with it because it’s a description of the facts. Descriptive praise not only improves 
the general atmosphere of the home but it is the most effective way to get our children to 
do the right thing. It is very effective in getting children to be more co-operative. When we 
point out what they’re doing right it motivates our children to do more of it. When we pay 
attention to their positive behaviour rather than their negative actions they will start to 
seek positive rather than negative attention. 

 
 Remember that it takes time to change the child’s focus so don’t give up. It takes time to 
change our habits too. Parents often think descriptive praise takes a lot of time but so 
does nagging and criticising and dealing with tantrums. Descriptive praise changes the 
mood so that the children are willing to co-operate. A lot of time is saved when children 
are co-operative! That investment of time pays huge dividends. When parents get into the 
habit of descriptively praising the children they get into the habit of listening to what you 
say! 

 
 

Describe the positive behaviours you see “You remembered to bring home your reading 
book”, “You looked at Miss March when she was talking to you then –that was polite.” 
“You went to get the nappy for the baby when I asked you to –that was cooperative.” 
“You’re brushing your teeth without me having to remind you –what great initiative!” “You 
got on your bike again even though you fell off just now –you’re being brave”. 
 
Notice and mention the tiny steps in the right direction “You hung up your hat, so you’ve 
already done one of the three things you need to do when you come home”. “Sophie, 
you’ve taken your pyjamas off so you’ve taken the first step in getting dressed.” “You’re 
sitting at the table at the right time and you’ve got your worksheet out. You look like 
you’re getting ready to start your homework.” “You put your duvet on your bed.”  
 
Praise effort, improvement and strategies: “These days your presentation is so much 
neater. You’ve remembered to underline the title and put the date on the page.”  “I 
noticed that when the first approach you tried didn’t work you tried another tactic. How’s 
it going?” “You kept on trying with these sums even though you didn’t find it easy. I call 
that persevering. Your efforts have paid off – five out of six are correct. I wonder if you can 
work out how to correct the sixth one.” “You’ve been sitting still for five minutes Glen. In 
another five minutes we’ll take a stretch.” “I like the way you covered up your spelling 
word and tried to picture it in your head. That’s a good way to learn a word.” “You’re really 
slowing down your writing so you can get it neat –look at all these letters on the line! 
You’ve got a capital letter for ‘George’ too so that tells me you know names need to start 
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with capital letters. There’s also a full stop at the end so I can see clearly where the 
sentence ends.” 
 
Point out the quality shown by the behaviour. Eg maturity, self-control, responsibility, 
consideration, tolerance, kindness, flexibility, courage, honesty, being supportive, 
perseverance, loyalty etc “You felt shy but still went and asked the waitress for the menu -
that was brave.” “You stood up for yourself when Ethan pushed you – you used your 
words and you said “I don’t want to be pushed”. “You are being a really good friend Sam. 
You told Tom what the homework was and you even offered to help him with it.” 
 
Use praise focused on the individual. Make sure the praise is non-comparative. This is 
important if the child is not to think he is better than others. Also we want our children to 
feel uniquely appreciated not just considered in relation to others. “That’s a great test 
result. It reflects all the hard work and commitment that you put into your revision.” “You 
ran your hardest in that race. I’m sure that’s faster than I’ve seen you run before.” “You’ve 
been practicing getting dressed quickly and I’m sure you’re much faster than you were at 
the beginning of term. That must be helpful when you’re getting changed for sport.”  
 

 
Descriptive Praise helps our children continually redefine themselves as sensible, 
capable, loveable and considerate. It lets children know exactly what we want them to do, 
gives them positive attention and motivates them to do more of what is expected of them 
as they hear frequently that their parents are pleased with them. It works because it is 
believable. 

 
Setting Up For Success 

 
Prepare in advance-it is much more effective than reacting when things have gone wrong. 
 
Take small steps to set things up so that the children are more likely to succeed. 
 
We need to set things up so that our kids get things right more often but also so that 
they can see the little successes they have on their way to achieving the bigger goals. 

 
• Have realistic expectations. If we ask a child to do something that is too 

difficult for him he is likely to fail. Feeling a failure does not motivate 
anyone to try. What is your child capable of? Don’t expect a 2 year old to 
be dry through the night, to remember to stay at the table for long 
periods, to be good at sharing; don’t expect a teenager to be tidy or 
altruistic or think of others often. Don’t expect a young child with a volatile 
temperament to be calm when things don’t go as expected. Don’t expect a 
child who’s very sensitive to sounds to enjoy/be well behaved at big/loud 
gatherings without a lot of coaching. Don’t expect a child having difficulty 
with reading to want to do reading practice until he can see that he is 
making some small headway. Don’t expect a child under 10 to be able to 
retain and follow an instruction with more than one or two components at 
a time. 

• Children (and adults) are more likely to succeed when well prepared even if 
what we’re asking them to do is different or a challenge. 

 
When parents encourage their children to do or to learn age-appropriate things 
independently (including their own thinking) children get a huge boost to their self 
confidence. It is by being encouraged and supported to learn new skills that a child 
develops the competencies from which confidence grows. They develop resources on 
which they can rely. Children who are not doing so well in school or other areas of their 
lives particularly need this boost –they need to feel competent. It is specially important 
to give them tasks to do at home to enable them to feel they are making a contribution 
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to family life. Eg learning to being responsible for their own clothes – lay them out, put 
them in the wash, help with the laundry; pack their own school bag; set the table, load 
the dishwasher; vacuum; go to the shop for milk; ride a bike etc, etc 
 
DO you remember just how proud your child was when they learned how to do up a 
button or when they made you a cup cake or how proud they are of the things they make 
at school?   
 
In 2001 The Centre for Research into Parenting and Children at Oxford University 
published a report on bullying Bullying in Britain, which found that young people who 
were the victims of bullying were more likely to have had over-protective parents who 
did too much for their children. When parents expect their children to do things for 
themselves they send them messages of their faith in their children’s capabilities. This 
report showed a connection between doing chores at home and the absence of bullying 
– because of increased confidence Eg when one 11 year old started secondary school he 
was having a hard time settling into his new school – his parents gave him more 
responsibilities at home which had the effect of boosting his self esteem as his 
capabilities were demonstrated to him. 
 
What happens if parents do too much for their children:  

• If parents jump in as soon as a child finds something hard  the child learns not to 
persevere and gives up easily; he gets the message that he can’t manage on his 
own 

• Children can develop habits of learned helplessness and become incapable of 
doing things because they haven’t learnt the skills 

• Children can become risk averse ie unwilling to risk failure – they won’t try, won’t 
do things on their own in case they’re not successful and won’t put their hands 
up in class. They can become very anxious about life because they’ve internalised 
their parents’ anxiety expressed through words “Don’t do that, be careful, that’s 
dangerous”, or actions such as not being allowed out to play. 

• They lack confidence 
• They expect everything to be done for them and don’t appreciate what is done for 

them; they may become spoilt. They will continue to expect others to do things 
for them as adults 

• They interpret doing things for them as a sign of love –this means that not doing 
everything for them is a sign of no love – this is not healthy for relationships 

• Children may lack basic skills, which means they can’t cope well in the world 
which in turn leads to low self esteem 

 
So we need to take the time and trouble (and it is an effort because it’s so much easier 
for us to do things ourselves) to train our children to do things for themselves.  
 
When we teach them new skills, the child develops competencies from which 
confidence grows. They develop their own resources. This gives them so much more 
than just the ability to pour their own juice or get their own cereal.  It gives them a sense 
that they can take care of themselves.   
 

• Family meetings are a good place to set up rules and to find solutions to 
problems.   Children are more likely to follow rules when they have been involved 
in setting them up. 

 
• Give clear and concise instructions so that they are likely to do what we’ve asked. 

If they are unlikely to comply or you cannot make it happen you will be 
undermining your authority to give the instruction.  

 
1.Stop what you’re doing and give your child your attention. Engage in his 
world. Descriptively praise the child.  
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2.Give the instruction. Ask the child to repeat what they have to do.  
3. Stay with the child until s/he has done as asked. Descriptively Praise 
little steps in the right direction. Empathise with any resistance they may 
show 

• Timing is important – don’t ask your child to do something new and difficult if he 
is tired or hungry or emotional. Do arrange for rewards to follow tasks eg TV 
after homework, story after teeth are brushed etc. 

• Allow enough time for that child, DON’T RUSH Be a time realist, not a time 
optimist. 

• Break a task down into smaller manageable steps eg tidying up the bedroom is 
easier when broken down into specific tasks, such as put the books on the shelf 
and the clothes in the washing basket, and when the child has company and 
maybe some nice ‘tidying up’ music. Doing a maths problem is easier if the basic 
skills involved have been mastered such as knowing how to add, carry numbers, 
arrange the figures in columns etc. 

• Prepare the physical environment eg eliminate/minimise distractions during 
homework, put the answer phone on during Special time, prepare the meal 
earlier in day or do it with the children so that time is available for them, take 
practical measures to ensure children can be self-reliant eg put coat hooks, 
plates and cups, clothes at a height they can reach or in drawers which don’t 
stick; have toothbrushes, hairbrushes etc in the kitchen to allow for a quick 
getaway in the mornings; use timers for TV or tooth brushing; use written signs 
as reminders etc. 

• Plan ahead eg get school things ready night before; parent get up a bit earlier 
(nobody likes this suggestion) so that you can get yourself ready first and then 
be relaxed and available to support the children. 

• Use Chat Throughs to prepare for tricky or routine situations. See below. 
• Use role plays to help your child rehearse situations such as what to say to 

someone teasing them, how to open a conversation, or practical things like 
getting in and out of games kit quickly. Doing it rather than just talking about it is 
a much more effective way of teaching. One mother helped her son prepare for 
going to a toy shop when she planned not to buy anything for him! Another family 
worked out how they were going to cope with a long distance flight. One father 
finds he is always being asked to play ‘doctors’ after he used role play to prepare 
his twins for vaccinations. Young children often think this is fun and it is a very 
good way to prepare. 

• Acknowledge them for the bits they’re getting right –even if they’re very small 
 
 

Chat Throughs   
The more you prepare a child by having discussions about things well before difficult 
situations, the better prepared they will be when it arrives.  Eg Going to school, visiting 
the doctor, going to visit someone they don’t know well, leaving a friend’s house…  Chat 
throughs can be used for really big (and potentially difficult) situations like a family split 
or starting a new school or the arrival of a new baby or everyday situations like 
homework or training children into good habits such as putting away their own bag and 
shoes when they come in from school.  
 

• start the discussion positively.  “You’re going to play at Carly’s house after 
school tomorrow. You love playing with Carly don’t you? You two always seem to 
have so much fun. You play really imaginative games in Carly’s play house. Last 
time you made a castle didn’t you? 

• Make sure the child is doing lots of the talking – ask them what needs to happen 
“I will need to pick you up at 6 o’clock as I have to pick Sam up from football at 
6.30pm. What will you need to do when I say it’s time to go?” 

• Let the child answer   
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• Whatever she suggests, praise her. “That’s right I need you to come 
straightaway. And what will you say to Carly’s mum?” If she says something silly, 
empathise –‘that’s what you’d like to happen’ or ‘That’s the funny answer’ 

• Anticipate how she might feel.  “You have such a good time playing with Carly 
that sometimes you don’t want to leave. You might feel sad. You might feel cross 
with Mummy for ending your fun.”  

• Ask the child for solutions/strategies; “what can you do if you feel sad or cross? 
What will help you to leave Carly’s house quickly and politely? Would it help to 
have something to look forward to, like one of your toys to play with on the walk 
home? 

• Whenever you can use the child’s suggestions.  One child had big problems with 
going to bed.  His Mum tried all sorts of things.  The breakthrough came when the 
child suggested that his animals sit around all day sleeping and he could retrieve 
the stored sleep from them at night.   

 
Prepare a child for difficult situations well in advance particularly if they don’t react well 
to change. Don’t ambush him. Tell him well in advance and repeat it often – he may react 
adversely but every time the reaction will be less until by the time the dreaded event 
comes round he will be used to the idea. 
 
If you’re instituting a change like having new rules around sweets or TV tell them the 
new system will start, for example, next Monday or after the holidays and between now 
and then refer to it often and empathise with how they feel about this new system. 

 
 
 
 
 

What next? 
 

If you have enjoyed this talk and would like to build on what you have learned, The 
Parent Practice runs a range of friendly and informative courses to teach parents useful 
tips, skills and strategies to ensure raising children is a rewarding rather than a fraught 
job. 
 
Our trainers are all fully trained and experienced facilitators and, most importantly, 
parents. 
 
 We offer:  
    - Classes and workshops in our centres or in your home 
    - Individual consultations 
    - Lunchtime seminars in your workplace 
    - Audio programmes and publications (see website) 
 
Do look at our website for lots of free tips and ideas as well as information about  
upcoming events. 
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Publication List 
Avoiding Bedtime Battles        £3.00 
Bringing out the Best in Boys        £3.00 
Dealing Positively and Effectively with Misbehaviour    £3.00 
Doing away with Homework Horrors       £4.00 
Engaging Cooperation using Descriptive Praise     £4.00 
Establishing Good Habits and Behaviours      £3.50 
Fostering Self Reliance         £4.00 
Getting Back in Charge         £3.00 
Helping children deal with Family Separation     £3.50 
How to Deal with Emotions using Reflective Listening    £4.00 
How to Stay Calm and Develop a Calmer, Easier, Happier Life   £4.00 
Raising Girls          £3.00  
Preparing for Success         £3.00 
Rules, Routines, Rewards and Consequences     £3.00 


