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raise is seldom criticized. More of-
ten, praise serves as a tonic that we EEs
generously dispense, intending to =~

help students feel good about
themselves and their work. Like

generous doses of penicillin, however, praise
can have some undesirable side effects.

Although praise in the classroom
takes many forms, all are not equal-
ly beneficial. Three major chal-
lenges are posed here: (1) that we
as teachers become more aware of
the ways we use praise in the class-
room, (2) that we become sensitive
to the effect of praise on students,
and (3) that we practice offering
specific information in our compli-
ments.

To rethink the practice of compli-
menting students, we need a defini-
tion of praise. According to Richard
Farson, praise is “any statement
that makes a positive evaluation of
an object, person, act, or event, and
that contains very little supplemen-
tary information.”* The limitations
-~ of this definition are essential to the

case being built in this article: that
specxﬁc constructive information
is not mcluded in statements of
praise. :

,Thinking before speaking

" The perils of praise are infre-
quently discussed. “Good” teachers
are often cited in evaluations for
praising student effort, using ap-
proval statements, and giving posi-
tive feedback. Clearly, students
need and deserve to feel accepted,
recognized, and supported, and
educators can and should provide
this kind of encouragement. What is
at issue, though, are the word
choices, intentions, and potential
effects that statements of teacher
approval have in group settings.
Ironically, thoughtlessly delivered
praise in the classroom can jeopar-
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dize a student’s motivation, creativ-
ity, and sense of self-worth. Praise
statements can be divided into the
following three categories:

Type A: those that focus on
teacher approval to manipulate stu-
dent behaviors

Type B: those that focus on stu-
dent knowledge, ability, skill, or
personal qualities

Type C: those that are unfocused,
automatic responses that carry lit-
tle meaning

Type A praise

Small children seem to respond
well to Type A compliments. They
are often eager to imitate those
students receiving the teacher’s
recognition. Consider what mes-
sage, though, is given in the follow-
ing remarks: “I like the way Tommy
is sitting,” “I like what I hear from
the front row,” and “Thank you,
Gina and Courtney, for followmg
instructions.” - °

The phrase “I hke t.he way. .

suggests that students’ behavxor.

management during activities is for
the purpose of pleasing the teacher
rather than for their self-satisfac-
tion. The method of achieving a

- short-term goal—obedience from

our students—becomes question-
able, however, when compared to
the lasting message given to stu-
dents: that the approval of others is
the primary motivation for accom-
plishment. Sadly, some students be-

come addicted to approval. When -

they are not able to rely on their
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own sense of satisfactior, students
can feel negatively evaluated when
their work is not praised. “What am
I going to get out of it?” becomes
the motivation.

Although they are models of
courtesy, “please” and “thank you"
statements of praise can lead chil-
dren to believe they are doing the
teacher a favor by following in-
structions and behaving in the ex-
pected manner. Older students are
especially able to sense this manip-
ulative strategy. Consequently, they
may resist a teacher’s attempt to
coerce the repetition of desired be-
haviors by giving insincere, profuse
praise. In describing Haim Ginott's

theories for dealing with student’

behaviors, C. M. Charles stated:

Praising good behavior has its draw-
backs. When teachers praise students

. for behavior they are supposed to show,

it may appear that they are surprised by

+ good behavior. This implies that they

expect poor behavior. Sometimes, chil-
dren decide to live up to negative ex-
pectations.?

Manipulative praise statements
often involve compliments intend-

"ed to change a student’s behavior.
b 5 This change, however, may be more
- for the convenience or pleasure of

the praiser than for the benefit of
the person being praised. For exam-

" ple, when a teacher praises a group

for entering a room quietly, she is

. probably not as much delighted on

their behalf as she is relieved that
her role is easier as a result.? To
avoid Type A praise statements,
consider these ways of offering
constructive information:

® “] like the way Tammy is sitting”
(praise); “Some students are sitting
quietly ready to begin” (construc-
tive information).

@ “[ like what I hear from the front
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row” (praise); “It sounds and looks
like the kids in the front are figuring
out the problem!” (constructive in-
formation).

e “Thank you, Gina and Courtney,
for following instructions” (praise);
“Gina and Courtney, you sure lis-
tened to instructions!” (construc-
tive information).

Type B ;;faise

As teachers, we do want to com- -

pliment good work, build self-confi-
dence, and recognize students’ abil-
ities. For some students and for
some classes, however, this type of
praise may have the opposite effect
from what was intended. Many peo-
ple feel uncomfortable when- they
are complimented. With the best of
intentions, we may shower students
with praise to encourage their ini-
tiative or to build self-esteem and
confidence. What we may not be
aware of, though, is that praise can
be embarrassing for students when
it is delivered with too much enthu-
siasm and exuberance, and it may
subsequently dampen their willing-
ness to participate. When a student
is unhappy or dissatisfied with him-
self, praise either is ignored alto-
gether, makes him feel his teacher
does not understand his problems,
or reinforces his already low self-
esteem.* For some, praise can be
glgre discouraging than encourag-

If we as teachers do not consider
these potentially negative side-ef-
fects, we may be using praise as “a
piece of psychological candy.” For

some students, praise can create a_
feeling of defensiveness when they -

are being evaluated. For others,
feeling an obligation to be praise-

worthy can be overwhelming. Sur-,

prisingly, some students respond
negatively to the implication of su-
periority that the person delivering
the praise assumes.

Along with the possible repercus-
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sions of embarrassment, defensive-

ness, and feelings of inferiority,

compliments can also backfire in -

the classroom because of the effect

that praise of an individual has on’

complimenting one student is seen
as a negative evaluation of others. |
The need for peer acceptance may
complicate the effects of praise: A
student may not want to be viewed ™
as the “teacher’s pet.” Some stu-.

less, habitual ;ésponses. Used as

" indiscriminate tags after perform-

ance of each task, this type of
praise becomes a distracting man-

" nerism and an empty compliment.
other students. In some dassesﬁ_Eyen when used sparingly, these

S

dents also are sensitive to the dif- =

ferences in gradations of superla- _
tive statements. Any downgrading -

from “excellent” to “good” or from

“wonderful” to “okay” may be tak-

en as a negative evaluation. - ..
When a teacher develops a pat-
_tern of delivering praise for accu-
rate responses, students may infer .-
that responses are only worthwhile
if they are perfect. Students can
easily construe praise or criticism
of their responses to be synony-

mous with praise or criticism of -

them as individuals. Consider these
alternatives for making pxmse sub-
stantive: .

® “Chase, you are so smart! 'm glad
you're in my class!” (praise);

“Chase, you sure are thinking!”

(constructive information).

terms convey little or no informa-
" tion about what was “good.” Stu-
" dents need to be told what assess-
" ment the teacher is making so they
- know exactly what is accurate and

,what skills have improved. “Good”

is an insufficient substitute for in-

_formative teacher feedback.

" To avoid habitual praising, con-
sider these alternatives:
® “Very good!” (praxse), “We could

* hear every sound in the song when
you tapped. Good job!” (construc- -

_ tive information).

" ®“That was much better!” (praise);

" “Your hand signs are looking very
- clear, and I can see that today you
" are being careful of their positions”

(constructive information).

®“What a good idea!” (praise);

“Now there’s a challenge for us!
Let's try it!” (construcuve informa-

' uon)

i Changmg old habits

@ “What a beautiful voice you have, "

Sandra"’ (praise); “Sandra, can you
hear how clear and free your voice

When delivered with sincerity
and supplemented with construc-

tive information, praise can have an

" invigorating effect on students. If

sounds today?” (constmcuve infor- -

mation).

thoughtlessly used, however, com-
pliments can umntenuonally deliv-

“er negative messages to some of

® “That was excellent, Sean' Good

boy'" (praise); “Sean, I can tell
you've been practlcmg' That
rhythm is getting easier for you”
(constructive information). -

““Type C praxse ‘

In an attempt to be positive a.nd
accepting, teachers may praise
nearly all responses in the class-
room, often confusing their delight
(or relief) at getting a response
with the quality of that response. "
This practice may also confuse the
students because no sense of quali-
ty or skill apparent in their respons-
es is gained. “Good,” “much better,”
and “great” can become meaning-

v

those students. Instead of removing

- phrases of approval from our class-
" es altogether, we should examine

- "the purpose of praise, consider the

effect of compliments on individ-
uals and the group, and offer specif-
ic information to supplement
praise.

Finally, for constructive informa-
tion to achieve the desired effect, a

~ teacher must convey support, curi-

osity, and delight through his or her
tone of voice, facial expression, and
body language. The words them-
selves will not come to life and
communicate an encouraging atti-
tude unless educators bring to them
a concerned and supportive style. 3




