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Four Steps to Holding Back Criticism: From the Test

Paper in Your Hand

Step one, physical separation. Suppose your child hands you a math paper marked
sixty—eight, and a sentence like “how did you do so badly again” is already pushing
up your throat. Do not speak. Set the paper aside, walk to the window or go pour a
glass of water. Thirty seconds is enough. A frown and a criticism usually come as a
pair; the small gap between them is where restraint lives. Walking away is not

escape, it is time for your face to change its expression.

Step two, downgrade criticism into a question. Holding back does not mean
swallowing everything:; it means saying it differently. Suppose you were about to say
“why are all these calculation questions wrong”, change it to “these calculation
questions, did you do them first or last”. The question points at the process, not at

the person. The child s defenses drop by half immediately, because he knows you are
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not here to pass a verdict. Ask the question for real, with no answer hidden in your
tone; children can hear that “did you do them last?” is really followed by “I knew
you did them last”.

Step three, offer one concrete step down. Suppose the child stands frozen,
picking at his sleeve. You can say “first copy the wrong questions into your
notebook, then we will check them together”. A step must be small and concrete; “work
harder from now on” is not a step, it is a wall. A concrete action moves the child
out of the being-scowled situation into the doing—something situation. While doing,

his face relaxes, and you finally get to see his normal expression.

Step four, wait for him to speak first. Suppose that evening he suddenly says ”I
actually know where I went wrong, I read the word problems too fast”. That sentence
is the harvest of restraint. When you criticize, he only nods; when you hold back, he
reviews. Then just reply ”so tomorrow read the word problems twice before writing”,
and do not add “I told you so”. One backhand strike can wipe out all those thirty

seconds.

Running the four steps takes under ten minutes one evening. After a few times you
will notice the child walks to you more lightly with a bad paper, because he knows
what awaits him is not a frown. The educational reflection is not in grand

principles; it is in your very first move after taking that paper.
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A Homeroom Teacher’ s Essay Experiment: I Replaced ’How
Did You Fail Again’

Suppose I run a junior high class. After a monthly test, a boy who usually does
passably gets fifty—one in physics and comes to the office at break, standing by my
desk, shoulders hunched, waiting to be scolded. I used to say “how did you get only
fifty—one”. That day I swallowed it and said instead “sit down first”. By the end of
this paragraph the essay has finished its first scene, the reaction to a failed test:
the child hunches, picks at his hands, cannot look at the paper; my old reaction is a

flat-out interrogation. Write both sides’ body details, not just feelings.

The second paragraph is about holding back. Suppose my real feeling was
disappointment, but I wrote three sentences on paper first: was the paper hard, which
part lost the most points, how do you want to fix it. Then I read them aloud to
myself to check the tone was flat. This “write first, speak later” became my fixed
practice. Words written on paper are gentler than words rushing to the mouth, and
reading them once filters out the heat. Commentary: this works just as well for
parents; writing the sentence down first is the most practical tool for holding back

criticism.

The third paragraph is about the child relaxing into a smile. Suppose the lost
points were mostly in electromagnetism, and he says ”I actually did not follow the
lesson, but I did not dare to ask”. I say “then stay ten minutes after school today,
I will run through this part again”. He freezes for a second, then suddenly laughs,
the kind of laugh where the whole shoulder drops, mouth wide, light coming back into
his eyes. The essay lands on that smile: he never refused to learn, he feared asking;

and my frown had been part of that fear.

Three copyable moves from this conversation. First, “sit down first”: a one-word
instruction is safer than a question, it changes body position first and tension
drops one notch. Second, move the attribution from “you are no good” to “which part
lost points”, and the talk turns from trial into repair. Third, the smile appears

after concrete help, not after comfort. “Keep it up” cannot buy that smile; “stay ten
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minutes and we go through it” can

When writing an education essay,
child’s relaxed smile is the result; the restraint and the concrete help before it

remember: the
are the process, and the essay must fill the process so the smile carries weight.

At the end of that day s note I wrote one line: do not let the child remember
only my frown.

The next morning I copied it onto the flyleaf of my lesson book and
glance at it before any flare—up. The value of the essay is not in publishing; it is
that one line genuinely changed my expression the next day.
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Six Overlooked Frown Moments: A Checklist for Parents

Frown moment one: checking homework. Suppose your child hands over the Chinese
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homework, you spot three wrong characters, and your brow furrows before your mouth
opens. The child watches your brow. After the corrections, what he remembers is not
the characters but your furrow. Replacement: circle the wrong characters, push the

notebook back, say “check it once more” in a flat tone, and the brow cannot furrow.

Two: rushing him out the door. Suppose at seven thirty his shoes are still on,
and you say “hurry up” while frowning. The day starts on your frown, and he is in
emotional debt before reaching school. Replacement: the night before, put the
schoolbag and shoes by the door; in the morning announce only the time, “we leave at

seven forty”, without judging his slowness.

Three: the dinner—table interrogation. Suppose you ask “did you get the quiz
back, what score”, and his chopsticks stop. The dinner table is where the whole
family’ s expressions are clearest; your brow magnifies tenfold there. Replacement: at
dinner talk only about food and things seen on the road; move the score question to

an after—dinner walk, sitting side by side, which halves the brow s damage.

Four: shouting during tutoring. Suppose you explain one problem three times and
he still gets it wrong, your voice rises, your brow knots. After the shout, half of
his fear of math comes from the problem and half from your face. Replacement: when
the heat reaches your throat, say “leave this one for now, I will explain it again in

ten minutes” and leave the table. Ten minutes works better than thirty “don’ t rush”s.

Five: comparing in the parent group chat. Suppose someone posts a certificate,
you put down the phone and glance at your child, brow moving on its own. He catches
it, and learns to report only good news. Replacement: after reading the group, find
one small thing your own child did today and mention it to his face. A specific

compliment displaces the comparing expression.

Six: catching the wrong sentence. Suppose your child says “Mom, I did badly
today”, and you reflexively answer "I told you your review wasn t enough”. The
sentence leaves your mouth and your brow finishes its job at the same instant; next
time he will not report at all. Replacement: to any report, first answer “and then?”,
handing the microphone back to him. You need not do all six items; pick the easiest

one and do it for two weeks. Facial habits are trained, not born.
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