
Tips for Parents by Susie Kohl 

Noticing the Small Steps in Children’s Growth 

’VE GOT ALL YOUR KISSES in my pockets,” a mom exclaims as she says good-by in the 

morning at the preschool gate. She opens her large pockets wide to show how full of 

affection they are. Actually, she’s offering compliments—“Your love makes me happy, 

and now you’re throwing kisses rather than clinging to my leg”—a wonderful adjustment. 

If you look around on any school day, you can see lots of opportunities for creative, character-

building praise. It’s only about two months since school started, and it’s exciting to see how 

children’s motivation to take the next step propels their success at new, more demanding 

routines. Preschoolers are making new friends. Kindergarteners walk in line. Children want to 

stay with their friends longer on the big playground. 

It’s human nature to get caught up in the ways our children aren’t moving forward—not saying 

good-bye quickly enough, forgetting their lunch, not reacting with friendliness to adults who 

talk to them. Concentrating on the areas where children feel tentative or have to struggle 

detracts from their confidence. That’s why focusing on a problem often amplifies it.  

We enhance children’s natural urge for new development when we say more than “Good job!” 

Specific praise helps children to celebrate their milestones. “I’m happy about the way you ans-

wered your teacher.” “You’re feeling more comfortable going to school.” “Look how you carry 

your own backpack. That shows responsibility.” “You’re so careful about putting your things 

away.” “I see you remembered your teacher’s directions about your homework! That takes excel-

lent listening!” 

Our children become more aware of the ways they are maturing when we help them notice small 

steps in their growth. The key is stopping to ask ourselves, “Is she making less of a fuss when 

I’m leaving?” “Could he do that a month ago?” “What strengths does it take for her to meet new 

challenges in her life?” We do a good job as our children’s early biographers when we pause to 

focus on their progress—no matter how small. 
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