Praise

By Sue Stack
My journalism class was busy working, typing in stories, talking in groups about ideas or advertising. One girl, Emma, grabbed a printout of her story from the printer and gave it to me. “What do you think?” She went back to her computer as I read it. It was for the first parent newsletter of the year. “It’s good!” I said. The noise in the class stopped and heads swiveled around. Everyone looked at me. “But….?” said Kirsty “There has to be  a ‘but’.” 
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I looked at her puzzled. “But nothing! It’s really good, good exactly as it is, exactly what is needed. Emma has done a really good job in a difficult situation.” 

“But teachers always, no matter how good something is, always give a ‘but’ – ‘but you could do this to improve it…’ ‘But you haven’t quite used these words in the best way’, I can’t believe you are happy with it as it is.”

Everyone was nodding. I had obviously broken a deeply entrenched rule of teaching. I thought it really sad that these students had obviously not been recipients of unconditional and unstinting praise.

I was reading at the time a book by Rupert Sheldrake and Matthew Fox called Natural Grace. I had just got up to the chapter on Grace and Praise. Grace is about unconditional love, and praise is an expression of grace. I read how they believed we had forgotten how to praise, had replaced it with criticism and cynicism. Praise is an expression of joy within, a recognition of what and who is good, celebrating the gifts of nature, significant moments. Its about changing your mindset so you can see the value in what surrounds you and what you experience, enabling you to express that. It really was a fundamental part of life, one that energized, kept the flow going, made you feel that things were worthwhile. Were my students living lives in a praise-free zone? What could I do about it?

I had my half hour weekly pastoral care class coming up with a mixture of students from journalism and physics. We met each week, sometimes I would choose particular themes which we would discuss or experience, other times we brought food to share, or had to deal with administrative needs of the school. We were gradually developing into a supportive group. I decided to do a session on praise and brought in my little bear. We were in the big physics room and I asked them to sit in a circle on the floor at the front of the class. “We are going to talk about praise,” I said. I chose some snippets from the book to read and told them about my journalism class and my concern that praise seemed to be something of a novelty to them. I then asked them to think about how they felt about praise and what it meant for them. The bear was a talking bear – as each student wanted to say something they held the bear. Initially this drew a laugh, then it became something fun – what it did was change the mindset. As the students talked the discussion got deeper and deeper, more anguished, then more hopeful and pro-active. At the end of it these students had decided to actively bring a sense of grace and praise into their lives.

I listened as Kirsty explained that her experience of praise was of someone praising her then asking her to do something  - she now couldn’t listen to praise without asking what did the person want from her. She found it really difficult to accept praise and had a severe distrust of it. One boy, Robin, said how everything he did was criticized, that he just wanted someone to praise him, for himself, not to tie it to his achievements because he knew he never was going to be perfect or the best. Another said how important it was to understand when it was appropriate to praise and when it was important to criticize or suggest ways to improve – if everything she did was praised how could she ever learn? We discussed how could teachers tune into what students needed – how could you celebrate the person and the effort while still being helpful. Another spoke about how he had nothing to praise in his life – it just was so drab and grey. Other students were horrified and we discussed the darkness within that caused us to see the world this way. 


I then asked what might it mean and feel like to have a sense of grace and praise within yourself. What could generate that sense of joy within, no matter how little? Perhaps we needed to learn to praise ourselves and things we experienced as well as other people. What might it be like to be active practitioners of praise? Kirsty asked for the bear and held it tightly as she spoke.  

“I guess I have such a sceptism towards praise that it would never occur to me to praise myself or someone else – it has never seemed like a meaningful thing to do. But now I wonder…. Maybe not seeing things as something to praise has affected the whole way I live my life, as if it is going to attack me!” Some students nodded. Robin said, “Here I have been wanting praise, but thinking about it I haven’t really praised anyone else…” He looked thoughtful. 

Ian said “The problem is it just isn’t cool to praise – people think you are weird or the teacher’s pet or something.” 

Robin said, “But why should we be confined by peer pressure, maybe we should be less cynical and skeptical and really say what we value.” 

“Ooooh, too brave, too much emotion!” said Kirsty. 

“OK,” I said “Who’s feeling brave then? How about actively thinking and acting praise in the next week and see what happens. To start, how about each of you think of something here and now that you could be glad about or feel joyful about. Could we go around the circle and each person say “I am glad that…”” My students looked thoughtful. “Who would like to go first,” I asked. 

“OK,” said Robin, and took the bear. He looked everyone straight in the eye and said he was glad that he had so many friends. The next person took the bear, held it and looked at it then very sheepishly said what she would like to praise. And so it went on, each person getting more confident, the energy and positivity in the room lifting with each turn. 

Students were smiling as we left. It was a start. I headed down the corridor. Behind me I heard Robin talking to a friend from another class. “We just had this really cool lesson on praise,” he said, “and I just wanted to tell you what a good friend you are.”

I smiled.

I then began to think about how much praise I was generating in my life. While I valued and acknowledged some things, how many other things were left unacknowledged. Although my classes were pleasant, cheerful and full of laughter I wondered if I was praising enough. How much was the notion of assessment restraining the way I praised or criticized students. That night I had a wonderful conversation with a friend and he said to me “Thankyou for such a wonderful conversation… I feel so stimulated and full of energy.” I just looked at him and said how wonderful I thought it was too, and it usually was and how remarkable that I had never really seen it as something to be thankful and glad about – that it was wonderful to acknowledge the way someone makes you feel. 

I was really thoughtful and in my classes I watched what was happening more. I realized so much was happening that was worth celebrating. When someone asked a question I would say “That is such an interesting question, it has really challenged me…” Or, “That was such a good discussion, you guys are really thinking well today.” Or, “Gee, that was a great lesson, I really enjoy teaching you guys.” My whole attitude changed and it seemed my whole life. In praising students or my peers I found that they became more energized and motivated, which energized me and made things easier to do. Meanwhile my pastoral care kids were practicing praise in my journalism and physics classes. It wasn’t just me doing it – they were acknowledging others, their experiences. It took on a momentum of its own. In journalism one day a girl sat down a bit late and obviously really harried. “Hi Leah, it’s good to see you,” I said really meaning it. She just looked at me and burst out laughing. “I really love this class, Sue,” she said, just being here changes my mood from really really bad to feeling so good!” 

Finally the journalism team were ready to assemble the many pages of the student magazine. We were armed with staplers, music and food brought in by the whole group. Everyone was busy folding, sorting and stapling over 300 copies. As we walked around the table, Kirsty suddenly said, “You know I just feel so proud!” We all looked at her, smiling. “Why, Kirsty?” I asked. 

“I just feel so proud of all of us, of our effort, of even myself, we have just done such a good job, we’ve really kicked ass!” She was highly emotional. I gave her a hug. “We’ve all come a long long way in doing this,” I said, “Lets celebrate!” 
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