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Erin: Hello and welcome to this week's episode of Parenting Beyond Discipline, the 
place to learn about ALL things parenting and get your questions answered. I’m your 
host, Erin Royer-Asrilant. 

In today’s episode I will explain why it’s best to avoid praise and what you will want to 
use instead then, as always, I will answer a couple of questions that came in this week. 

This episode is a continuation and a compliment to the episode I did last week on 
supporting our kids development of self-esteem, so if you haven’t heard that one yet, 
go back and take a listen to that. 

I want to take a moment to talk to go back and share one important point I shared last 
week in the episode on self-esteem and that is where I discussed the shift that occurred 
in the 80s of trying to stuff kids with self-esteem to try to make them feel good about 
themselves, which was covered in Dr. Seligman’s book, the optimistic child. As you may 
remember, I discussed a cultural shift. The idea was that if we tell kids they are good 
and smart, they will feel good. But in the goal to build higher self esteem, Modern 
society has ended up working against its own best interest by taken away a lot of these 
components that build true self esteem. So the basic point I made is that self-esteem 
has to be build and a lot of it has to come from the individual. It has to be earned. We 
can’t fill our kids up with it. It can’t just be given. One of the ways society has gone 
about trying stuff kids with self-esteem is through praise, telling kids how great they are 
all day long. 

Praise sounds nice and it even sounds nice when you hear it. It’s that “Great job!” “I’m 
sooo proud of you! You got an A! You are SOOO smart! What a good girl!” “I LIKE the 
way you did that!” That is praise. There are many problems with it. First, is it focuses on 
the outcomes, the good girl, the A, and it is external meaning it is the YOUR 
judgement that she is good, that it’s a great job,  that she is smart and worthy of the 
praise. When we do this too much it builds kids who are reliant on the approval of 
others, they become approval junkies AND they look for and expect that pat on the 
back, the sticker, the prize, these are all external motivators. We want our kids to build 
self-motivation, internal motivation for a job well done. We do this through 
encouragement. Some child-development experts will call these evaluative praise vs. 
descriptive praise, evaluative meaning we are evaluating the child’s performance, 
versus descriptive, which describes the child’s performance. Regardless of what you call 



it, encouragement or descriptive praise, this is what we need to be doing instead. We 
describe the child’s behavior and then label it, like this: 

“You shared the toy with your sister. That was thoughtful.” “You cleaned up your room, 
the first time I asked. That was helpful.” You describe what you see and then label it. 
“Kind, helpful, caring, thoughtful, ambitious.” When we do this, our kids start to take 
on those descriptors as their own, as part of themselves and they soon start to see 
themselves as those things, helpful, kind, ambitions, strong, loving, cooperative and 
actually then start doing MORE and more behaviors that fulfill those characteristics. 

So when it comes to using encouragement over praise, here things you want to think 
about the differences: for praise is showing approval and for encouragement think 
inspiration or stimulation 

Praise is patronizing “I like the way you helped!” instead think respectful & 
appreciative. “Thank you for helping.” Praise is judgmental, right? Like I shared before, 
it’s your judgement on the outcome. “You are doing a great job!” Instead think 
descriptive. “You are working quietly.” Praise is vague, “that is SO pretty!” Think 
explicit and again descriptive, “You used lots of yellow.”  

For a while my daughter would look for praise on her artwork. I don’t know where it 
came from since I never used praise with her but she always wanted to know if I liked 
her pictures. So I would say. “You used so many colors. I see yellow, green, red and 
pink.” “That was very creative.” Then she would ask again, “Do you like it?” So I would 
ask, “Do YOU like it?” She would give an emphatic, “YES!” “OK then that’s what 
matters!” Occasionally, I do tell her that I do in fact like her artwork but I keep it very 
sparse. 

Praise robs the child of ownership of achievement, “I’m proud of you for getting an A.” 
think recognizing ownership, “You worked hard on your spelling words and it shows.” 
Praise encourages change for others, which builds extrinsic motivation, “If you work 
harder, you can get an A next time.” We want to encourage change for self, which 
builds intrinsic motivation, “how do you think you did?” “What would you do 
differently next time?” Praise focuses on the external, the outcome, “your letters look 
perfect.” Think of focusing on the process or effort, “You have been working hard on 
practicing your letters. They are looking better every week!” Praise teaches what to 
think “your room is very messy.” We want to teach our kids HOW to think. “What do 
you think of your room?” “How can you work on that?” 



In our home, I have our oldest use a rating system, which I started with him when he 
was 5. “On a scale of 1-5, how clean is your room? 1 being super clean and 5 being 
super messy? What would you clean up first? What next? What else needs cleaned 
up?” Then I have him clean, letting him know I am available to help if he needs it. 
Once he is done I ask again, “How clean is your room?” He invariably rates it cleaner 
than I would, so I coach. What is left on the floor? Are all the clothes put away? Is your 
bed made? After he  answers the questions I ask again, “So how clean would you rate 
your room?” Usually, I then get a more realistic answer! This teaches him how to 
realistically evaluate his work, or his efforts. 

Praise valuing conformity “You did it right!” think of valuing comprehension “You 
figured it out!” Praise teaches reliance on others “You’re room is so clean!” 
encouragement teaches self-reliance “I’m sure you can handle cleaning your room.” 

Mary from Ohio sent in a question this week. “I see that you are discussing the 
negative of praise this week. I’ve heard about how we are supposed to avoid praise 
before. But honestly it seems a bit ridiculous to me so I’ve been wanting ask someone, 
ever since I heard about this, Isn’t it OK to say “good job” or “I’m proud of you?!” 
sometimes?”  

I love this question, M! You are right, it does sound a little ridiculous when you first hear 
it! Hopefully after you heard the my explanation and all the examples it makes more 
sense now. Basically we just don’t want to be going around saying how amazing and 
awesome our kids are all day long! It not only has the negative I mentioned it play into 
the entitlement issue that has become common, that inflated self-esteem, “I’m 
awesome and I don’t have to do anything for it. Where’s my sticker for showing up!” 
But you are right on, that it is OK to say good job or I’m proud of you every so often!  If 
their artwork or science project or sports performance is especially incredible, say so! 
Save it for those times when your child has really gone above and beyond. Even 
without the description, a few good jobs and I’m proud of you's sprinkled here and 
there, are just fine. If you can remember to describe the effort first, before the praise, 
such as, “you worked so hard to learn how to do a flip turn. I’m so proud of you!” 
That’s better. 

Our next question is from Brenda in North Carolina. "My kid’s dance school offers all 
kinds of incentives around performance, stickers, ribbons, etc. I’ve heard it’s not a good 
idea to reward kids with sticker charts and that kind of thing. What is your opinion on 
this?”  



Brenda, I’m so glad you asked this question! These types of incentive are everywhere, 
from extracurricular activities to school and even therapists and child behaviorists will 
recommend parents use them at home! But incentives like sticker charts and other 
reward systems do the exact same thing as praise! They teach kids to do for the reward 
rather than for the joy in learning and accomplishing. They perpetuate the the reliance 
on the external, “do for the sticker, for the ribbon for the “good job!” rather than for 
the learning a new skill and getting better. My kids gymnastic school does the exact 
same thing! Frankly it drives me bananas because I then see my kids on the days they 
don’t get a ribbon, getting upset. But I also don’t feel like it’s my place to say anything. 
It’s a big school, I don’t know the owner. So I just put up with it and hopefully through 
sharing this information, and I see many other child development experts sharing the 
same thing. There is a great article in The Atlantic that just came out a few weeks ago, 
that I posted to our Facebook page that talked about this. So we’ll keep doing the 
good work and eventually this practice will start to dissipate. I don’t use at home. I use 
encouragement and teach my kids to self-evaluate, to think for self, and guide them in 
growing internal motivation. So that will far outweigh any damage being done once a 
week in a class or even at school! 

In our next episode, I’ll be discussing a topic near and dear to my heart, well who am I 
kidding, most of these topics are near and and dear to my heart! But I spent a lot of 
time researching this topic in graduate school so I have A LOT to share about it, and 
that is kids and media. In the next episode in particular I will be discussing the 
recommended media guidelines for kids by age. 

Thanks everyone for tuning in today. If you would like to submit a question for next 
week's episode or other future episodes, you can send an email to 
Podcast@YourVillageOnline.com. Your can also see what other topics we have coming 
up by visiting the page on our site, YourVillageOnline.com/Podcast. If you're loving 
what you're hearing on our podcast, please let us know by giving us a great review, 
and also, subscribing to our channel. If there is something you think we can do better 
or if there is a topic you would like to hear about, please send an email to 
Podcast@YourVillageOnline.com. Thanks so much everyone and I look forward to 
seeing you next time. 
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