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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

not here to pass a verdict. Ask the question for real, with no answer hidden in your
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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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