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The cover of this paper is a computer-generated collage of work from the 

School for Young Artists. Each element was gleaned from drawings and 

paintings that children have left in the studio. The images represent a 

spectrum of the kind of artwork the children do, from the purple and orange 

abstract that I used as the landscape, to the charming figure in the 

foreground and not-so-charming skeletal figure in the background.  
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Responding to Your Child’s Artwork 

 

During the forty years that I have been teaching children, I have witnessed countless adults 

responding to children’s art. Over the years, the typical reaction has changed. Parents used to say, 

“What is that?” Now they say, “That’s wonderful!” This reflects a shift of focus in child rearing. In 

past years, parents provided guidelines for what a child needed to become successful. Now, they 

emphasize insuring a positive self-image as the path to success. This change represents limited 

progress, and the parents of today are well-intentioned. But there is a better way to respond to your 

child’s artwork, a way that can help the child become more creative and more self-fulfilled. Give 

concrete responses. Say what is real. 

 

Many parents have told me that they want their children to have self esteem, so they 

always tell their children how good the work is. Sometimes this stems from experiences in the 

parent’s own youth when someone criticized or discouraged their creative impulses. They want to 

right the wrong that was done to them, so they heap praise on the child. They don’t understand why 

their children, even with all this encouragement, say they don’t like their own work. The child may 

say, “I’m no good at art. I hate this drawing,” or may even shred the drawing in a fit of tears.  

 

Why would a child say he or she hates his or her own work when the parent has gone out of the 

way to assure the child that the work is good? In part, it’s because the parent’s reaction has become 

predictable, and therefore less credible. But it’s also because in this situation, pictures have become 
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communication devices about self-image. This definition of what pictures are for is implicit in the 

parent’s use of pictures to build self-esteem. If the child is seeing in his or her work the reflection 

of a painful self-image, and the parent says it’s lovely, the parent is not in rapport with the child, 

not open to the child’s message. The parent’s response denies the child’s dilemma, denies the 

child’s reality.  

 

I don’t suggest that we return to the “learning to be good at art” ideal. It puts the emphasis 

on technique and product and tends to subvert self-expression. But the “your work is wonderful” 

method has its pitfalls too. A very little experience beyond the family will quickly disclose to the 

child that “your work is wonderful” is a rather empty statement. That dinosaur that Mommy said 

was “wonderful” may be ridiculed by the child in the next desk at school. The child can feel the 

positive intention of the praising parent, but positive intentions don’t go very far in establishing 

one’s self in the world beyond the family. 

 

If a child is having self-doubts, that doesn’t mean the child has a low self-image. People 

who have no belief in themselves don’t communicate. The very act of using artwork as a 

communication device has to come from enough of a sense of self to want to communicate with 

another. We cannot live a life without having self-doubts. We could not learn or grow if we 

believed ourselves to be infallible. Can we raise our children not to have self-doubts? No. Can we 

give them tools for self-reflection, and unconditional love they can depend on? Yes. 

 

Children are immensely intuitive. Without language they sense parental goals. Asking 

yourself what your goals are will help you to get the bigger picture of what your child may want to 

communicate. Do you want your child to feel special? Are you hoping for artistic excellence? Do 

you want the child’s work to express love, happiness, contentment, or compassion? Is it important 

to you that your child get along with others, or be well-behaved or be self-sufficient? Do you want 

your child to make you proud? 

 

It’s normal to have hopes for the future that childhood represents. Most of us would agree 

that our most fervent hope is that our children will feel capable of handling the “slings and arrows 
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of outrageous fortune” that life presents, and that they will find personal fulfillment on their unique 

journey through life. In order to align our hopes for our children with their own inner needs, it will 

help for parents to understand the developmental needs of children. 

 

The Natural Development of Self-Esteem - A Child’s Developmental Needs   

 

When we observe a one-year to sixteen-month-old child, it is easy to see the beginnings of 

self-esteem. The child is all smiles, and glows with delight as he or she experiences the world. This 

wobbly toddler falls and rises up again undaunted. This enthusiasm is contagious. From the child’s 

standpoint, he or she has gone from a helpless infant to a being who can handle objects, get the 

taste of things, walk, and talk. Parents make food appear, make cold, wet diapers go away, and are 

at the child’s beck and call. The child is competent and all-powerful. Life is good. 

 

What happens to that high-flying self-esteem? Once the child is more mobile and effective, 

the parents must protect him or her by putting limits on where he goes and what she does. “No, you 

may not play with that knife. You might hurt yourself.” “No, you may not go into the road. It’s 

dangerous.” “You must stop playing now because we have to go out to buy groceries in time for 

dinner.” It begins to dawn on the child that the super-beings, the parents, are not just an extension 

of his or her own self, and are not always going to be able or willing to meet every need and satisfy 

every desire. To deal with this the child begins to establish a separate identity. 

 

And the “terrible twos” begin. If the child had enough language, he or she would say, “I 

want you to know that I am me and not you. I can feel who I am as separate from you, and when I 

do, it feels good to me. What you call a tantrum is just me establishing my separate self.” 

 

Once this establishment is sufficient, the child begins to see the world from a different 

point of view - not as a monarch, but more as an explorer, one who is looking for ways in which 

the world can reflect back what he or she is becoming. Everything is a potential mirror. (Narcissus 
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got stuck at this stage.) The child needs to find out how he or she fits into this world of other 

people and other objects. This is the “Mommy, watch me. Look what I’m doing!” stage. And this is 

the era of parent as Official Art Critic. 

 

At this stage, a child is developing mastery over the areas he or she actually does have the 

potential to control. He or she is developing muscular control over bodily functions, and will 

naturally begin potty training. The child is compelled to search out personal boundaries, to test for 

where there is control and where there isn’t. In art, as in potty training, a child is very involved in 

the process, and is interested in the meaning of the product as it impacts him or herself. If the 

“meaning of the product” is that the child is a “wonderful person”, OK, then what is the meaning of 

a “wonderful person?” 

 

Children are concrete in their conceptualizations, and all artwork is concrete. Qualities like 

“wonderful, great, beautiful, interesting” are empty words unless they have something to anchor 

them to the solid reality of a work of art. What the child at this stage (and forever after) knows is 

that his or her own body can create materials for self-reflection – whether in the toilet or on the 

easel. 

 

The benefit of concrete responses to artwork is that they can anchor the child in his or her 

understanding of the world and him or herself. This is where we can begin to actively teach a child 

how to get a handle on his or her real power. This is where we can give the children concrete 

language that is the basis for self-reflection. The simple statement “You made a green circle” can 

offer the child an opportunity for self-reflection. I made a green circle. I am a person who can 

make a green circle. I can make things. This is a part of who I am. What else can I do? If I can 

make a green circle, I can make circles of different colors! Here’s a red one, and a blue one, and 

here’s one that’s purple, yellow and orange! Hey, look what I can do! As the child grows, so will 

the depth of understanding that comes from such feedback. This kind of feedback is an aspect of 

my adult classes that people find personally valuable. It is a kind of learning about one’s self that 

never ends. 
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Let’s return to the child who is crying about how awful his or her artwork is. All the 

assurances about how great the picture is will not address the issue the child is raising. The issue is 

some other triggering event. The child is seeing his or her personal dilemma reflected back to him 

or her from this artwork. The child is having difficulty coping with something. This is a cry for 

help rather than an evaluation of the work. What the parent can offer is a nonjudgmental mirroring 

back of what the child is expressing. This is a way for the child to look at his or her dilemma 

outside of him or herself. The adult’s perception of the work is not important to this process. 

 

So, exactly how do we do this? 

 

1. Act as a mirror; reflect what is observably true. Your child needs facts. He or she needs to 

know the actual effect he or she is having. This is invaluable information, and the more 

honest you can be (in a compassionate way); the more valuable it will be to your child.  

You: You are saying you really dislike this picture. 

Child: Yes I hate it.  It’s lousy, ugly. I don’t want it to be this way! 

You: You are disappointed with the way it turned out. 

Child: I can’t ever do anything right. 

Watch out here. It’s so easy to try to be reassuring when these kinds of global statements 

are made. They are logically insupportable, but logic is not a part of feelings. You’ll find that if you 

try to prove the child wrong, you’ll lose the rapport you’re beginning to achieve. Instead, stay with 

the mirroring. 

 

You: Wow, you’re feeling that you can’t ever do anything right. That must be a terrible 

feeling! I guess that more than just this picture hasn’t gone right for you. 

Child: That’s right. Jenna said she was my best friend and then when I said it was my turn 

she said I was selfish and that she hates me! 
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You: Oh, that must have felt awful! 

Child: Yes. I wanted her to like me and now she doesn’t. 

You: That hurts. 

 

Now, because the child can simply feel the hurt, it is no longer an issue of self-judgment, 

and the real crying can begin. As the catharsis wanes, you can reflect this child’s story. 

 

You: You have been carrying this hurt around with you, and it has made even your pictures 

look bad to you. I can see that you cared about Jenna and you being friends. 

And then lead your child into a positive interpretation of his or her experience. 

You like having friends.  It is one of your special qualities and sometimes it hurts when 

others don’t seem return your friendship. 

Child: Jenna didn’t return my friendship. 

You: Yeah, Jenna had feelings about your asking for a turn. 

Child: Yes, she was taking too long. 

You: You felt impatient. 

Child: I didn’t want to wait anymore. 

You: (Without being judgmental, from your curiosity) How did you tell her that you didn’t 

want to wait anymore? 

Child: I told her she always takes too long! 

You: She is never fast enough. 
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At some point the child will have begun to put two and two together. The child is unlikely 

to say that a light is dawning within. You’ll be able to tell though, because the child’s 

mood will shift. 

Child: Well sometimes she is. Like when we ate lunch real fast so we could go out to  

recess early. 

You: Sometimes you and Jenna agree about time. 

Child: Yeah. I don’t want to talk anymore. I’m going to draw another picture! 

You: Thanks for talking about all this. I like getting to know you. 

Child: K  

 

Most of the time, interactions with your child about his or her art will not be so dramatic. It 

will be much more common for your child to simply bring his or her artwork to show you. In these 

more normal times your reaction will be more like this. 

 

You have used lots of red. That shape is the biggest. Those marks look like they were made 

with very fast movements. You were so involved in painting you didn’t notice that the water 

had spilled. 

 

A child’s capacity to get something out of such feedback starts in the “wonder years,” 

between three and five, and can continue the rest of one’s life. What may seem mundane to us is 

actually a treasure to the child, or even to an adult. 

 

Years ago I was looking at a landscape painting of a tree-shaded, rocky riverbank that an 

artist friend of mine had painted. I told him that the way he had rendered the translucency of the 

leaves, the way their undersides showed the shadows cast from the leaves above was beautiful. 

This seemed to give him the opportunity to talk about the kind of responses to his work that he 
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found to be the best. He said, “You know, it’s the local people, the non-artists that give me the best 

feedback. Like with this painting. One of the guys, who was born and grew up here, told me the he 

could tell exactly where I did that painting because ‘the water there has so much iron in it that it 

makes those rocks that rusty color. There’s no other place like it around here...and it’s the best 

fishing, too.’” The local fisherman’s concrete response gave the artist a satisfying message about 

how accurately he was seeing his subject. 

Mirroring is an important feature of this technique, but there are other equally important 

aspects of this approach to responding to your child’s artwork. 

 

2. Allow yourself to be curious. The more genuine your curiosity about what your child has 

made and is showing to you, and the more you ask genuine questions that come from that 

curiosity, the more you are teaching your child how to reflect upon him or herself. 

 

I wonder about all the black lines. There are many, many black lines. I’m curious about 

this shape. It is smooth here and spiky there. 

 

3. Don’t expect an answer. Think of it as planting seeds for the child to ponder. You provide 

the seeds in the form of concrete responses to the child’s artwork. The rest is up to the 

child, and may be a very private matter. If the child wants to engage in conversation, he or 

she will let you know.  

 

4.  Remember that the child’s view of his or her own artwork may change. I remember asking 

a three-and-a-half-year-old if he would tell me about his painting. He described a house on 

fire and fire trucks. The picture was mostly reds, oranges, and yellows, so his story seemed 

to fit what I was seeing. When his mother arrived to pick him up, I asked him to tell her 

about his picture. He told an equally convincing story about his sister, mommy and daddy 

at breakfast. (He was probably hungry at the time.) That day I learned that what the child 

sees is representational of the moment and changes moment by moment. Children naturally 

see everything as new. It is a gift to those of us who have come to expect that things don’t 
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change. But if we actually reflect on our personal experience, we can notice how a messy 

house can be a terrible burden one day, and then, on another day, be just a messy house, 

with no negative implications. 

5.  Avoid questions such as Who, What, Where, When, and Why. These kinds of questions 

can only be answered if there is already a good degree of self-reflection. The child is just 

learning how to be self-reflective, and may not be ready to be that definite about his or her 

artwork. 

 

6. Ask your child if he or she wants to know how his or her work makes you feel. It is 

important to ask this before sharing your feelings. It is natural and healthy for a child to be 

narcissistic and not to feel at all interested in your feelings. Be willing to take “no” for an 

answer. Your desire to talk about yourself is less important than your child’s narcissistic 

developmental needs. By addressing those needs, you will help keep your child from 

getting stuck in them. 

 

Would you like to hear how your painting makes me feel? 

 

   7. If you get a “yes” (which you’re very likely to get until the child is a teenager), talk about 

your associations with the work. 

 

To me this looks like a sun that is warm and bright. It makes me feel it’s a day when good things 

happen. 

There is a part of me that finds this scary. I can imagine that this painting if it could talk would 

say, “Arrrrg!” 

It’s like dark clouds in the sky before it starts thundering. It reminds me of that big storm that 

woke all of us up the other night. 

Those squiggly lines make me feel tickly all over. (While wiggling as though being tickled.) 
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 Games can arise out of this kind of creative dialogue. Your child might draw just to get 

you to react. If you feel playful, go along. It’s lots of fun. 

 

 Our job is not to determine or to define another’s self-image. What we can do is to give 

other people our reflection of what they are communicating, so that they can take a look at it 

from another point of view. When they see their communication as separate from themselves, 

they can sort it out and work it through. If we try to give people answers, or to analyze their 

creative expression for them, we may end up exacerbating their self-doubts. We can trust that 

everyone has a natural capacity to process his or her own experience. 

 Our children are real people with real feelings and real challenges. They are just like us in 

those ways. They simply don’t have as much experience as we have. Remember, however, that 

the answers we have found for ourselves, are for ourselves. As much as we would like to save 

them from making the mistakes we have made, we can’t give our children our personal 

experience. We can offer them tools for self-reflection, so that they can get a real sense of 

themselves and of the power that is theirs. This knowledge of personal power can continue to be 

honed and developed throughout a lifetime.  

 We needn't be afraid to give up our authority as adults and therefore as teachers and 

trainers of the young. This is not a situation in which one person has power, making the other 

person powerless. We will actually be able to influence our children more effectively by 

offering dependable love and acceptance. To access these qualities in ourselves, we must trust in 

our children’s inborn ability to process their own experiences. When trust, love, and acceptance 

are in place, our relationships with our children will unfold in the most unpredictable and 

gratifying ways. What more could we want? 

© 2003 Kathleen Fowler Anderson 

(845) 679-9541 kathy@schoolforyoungartists.org  

 

 

On rereading this paper to post it on my website, I see that my criticism of what was 

contemporary parenting in 2003 has born the fruit I had feared. My son-in-law gave me a heads-

mailto:kathy@schoolforyoungartists.org
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up about this when he saw that many of the twenty-somethings in his employ were not 

independent thinkers, pro-active workers, and they couldn't take criticism. As The Business 

Insider says about the Millennial Generation, "... they haven’t been given the chance to learn 

how to do things by themselves. They’re so accustomed to input (and sometime inappropriate 

promotion and action) by their always-involved parents that they’re never given the opportunity 

to lose nor to create their own “wins”. Read more: http://www.businessinsider.com/3-reasons-

millennials-arent-ready-for-real-careers-2012-8#ixzz3TulZE1iS   
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