Chapter Seven

Children and
Parents.

The Origins of
Optimism

XPLANATORY STYLE has asweeping effect on the lives of adults. It
'n produce depression in response to everyday setbacks, or produce re-
lience even in the face of tragedy. It can numb a person to the pleasures
f life, or allow him to live fully. It can prevent him from achieving his
Pals, or help him exceed them. Aswe will see, a person's explanatory
yle influences the way other people perceive him, disposing them to work
againgt him or with him. And it affects physical health.

Explanatory style develops in childhood. The optimism or pessimism
developed then isfundamental. New setbacks and victories are filtered
Trough it, and it becomes an entrenched habit of thinking. In this chapter
ewill ask what explanatory style's source is, what its consequences are
>r children, and how it can be changed.

test Your Child's Optimism

' your child is over seven, he has probably developed an explanatory style,
which isin the process of crystallizing. Y ou can measure your child's ex-
lanatory style with atest called the Children's Attributional Style Ques-
onnaire, or CASQ, which has been taken by thousands of children. The
'ASQ is very much like the test you took in chapter three. It takes a child
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between the ages of eight and thirteen about twenty minutes to finish. If
your child is older, give him the test from chapter three. For children under
eight, there is no wholly reliable paper-and-pencil test, but there is another
way of measuring their explanatory style, which I'll tell you about later in
this chapter.

To give your child the test, set aside twenty minutes, sit down at atable
with him, and say something like:

"Different kids think in different ways. |'ve been reading a book
about this, and I've been wondering how you think about some things
that might happen to you.

"Look at this. It'sreally interesting. It asks you a bunch of questions
about what you think. Each question islike alittle story, and for each
story, there are two ways you might react. Y ou're supposed to choose
one way or the other, the one that's closest to the way you'd really
feel if that particular thing happened to you.

"So here'sapencil. | want you to give it atry. Imagine that each
of these little stories happened to you, even if they never have. And
then check either the "A" answer or the "B' answer-the one that best
describes the way you would feel. But the great thing about this test
isthat there are no wrong answers! Isn't that terrific? Now, here, let's
take alook at number one."

Once you get him going, your child can probably take it without any
assistance. But for younger children who are not skilled readers, you should
read each item aloud at the same time the child isreading it to himself.

CHILDREN'SATTRIBUTIONAL STYLE QUESTIONNAIRE

(CASQ)
I. You get an A on atest.
PvG
A. 1 am smart. I
B. 1 am good in the subject that the test wasin. 0
2. 'You play agame with some friends and you win.
PsG

A. The people that 1 played with did not play the gamewell. o
B. I play that game well. |
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. You spend a night at afriend's house and you have a good
time.

A. My friend wasin afriendly mood that night.

B. Everyonein my friend'sfamily wasin afriendly
mood that night.

. You go on avacation with a group of people and you have
fun.

A. 1 wasin agood mood.
B. The people| was with were in good moods.

. All of your friends catch a cold except you.

A. | have been healthy lately.
B. | am ahealthy person.

. Your pet gets run over by acar.

A. | don't take good care of my pets.
B. Driversare not cautious enough.

. Some kids you know say that they don't like you.

A. Oncein awhile people are mean to me.
B. Onceinawhile 1 am mean to other people.

. You get very good grades.

A. Schoolwork is simple.
B. 1 am ahard worker.

. You meet afriend and your friend tells you that you look
nice.

A. My friend felt like praising the way people looked
that day.
B. Usualy my friend praises the way people |ook.

PVG
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io.

12.

13.

14.

15,

16.

17.

A good friend tells you that he hates you.

A. My friend was in abad mood that day.
B. I wasn't nice to my friend that day.

. You tell ajoke and no one laughs.

A. 1don't tell jokeswell.

B. Thejokeissowell known that it is no longer funny.

Y our teacher gives a lesson and you don't understand it.

A. | didn't pay attention to anything that day.
B. | didn't pay attention whien my teacher was talking.

You fail atest.

A. My teacher makes hard tests.

B. The past few weeks, my teacher has made hard tests.

Y ou gain alot of weight and start to look fat.

A. Thefood 1 have to eat isfattening.
B. 1 likefattening foods.

A person steals money from you.

A. That person is dishonest.
B. People are dishonest.

Y our parents praise something you make.

A. 1 am good at making some things.
B. My parents like some things 1 make.

Y ou play a game and you win money.

A. | amalucky person.
B. I am lucky when | play games.

PSB
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32

33.

35.

36.

3r.

38.

39.
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. Your mother makes your favorite dinner for you.
PvG
A. There are afew things that my mother does to
please me. o
B. My mother likes to please me. |
A team that you are on loses a game.
PmB
A. The team members don't play well together. |
B. That day the team members didn't play well together. (0]
Y ou finish your homework quickly.
PvG
A. Lately | have been doing everything quickly. 1
B. Lately | have been doing schoolwork quickly. 0
Y our teacher asks you a question and you give the wrong
answer.
PmB
A. | get nervous when | have to answer questions. 1
B. That day I got nervous when | had to answer questions. 0
Y ou get on the wrong bus and you get lost.
PmB
A. That day | wasn't paying attention to what was going on. (0]
B. | usually don't pay attention to what's going on. 1
Y ou go to an amusement park and you have a good time.
PvG
A. 1 usually enjoy myself at amusement parks. o)
B. | usually enjoy myself. |
An older kid slaps you in the face.
PsB
A | teased his younger brother. |
B. His younger brother told him I had teased him. o)
Y ou get all the toys you want on your birthday.
PmMG
A. People always guess what toys to buy me for my
birthday. |
B. This birthday people guessed right as to what toys |
wanted. 0
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40.

41.

42.

43.

45,

46.

Y ou take a vacation in the country and you have awon-
derful time.

A. The country is a beautiful place to be.
B. Thetime of the year that we went was beautiful.

Y our neighbors ask you over for dinner.

A. Sometimes people are in kind moods.
B. People are kind.

Y ou have a substitute teacher and she likes you.

A. 1 was well behaved during class that day.
B. 1 am almost always well behaved during class.

Y ou make your friends happy.

A. 1 am afun person to be with.
B. Sometimes| am afun person to be with.

Y ou get afreeice-cream cone.

A.. | wasfriendly to the ice-cream man that day.
B. Theice-cream man was feeling friendly that day.

At your friend's party the magician asks you to help him
out.
A. It wasjust luck that | got picked.

B. | looked really interested in what was going on.

Y ou try to convince a kid to go to the movies with you,
but he won't go.

A. That day he did not feel like doing anything.
B. That day he did not feel like going to the movies.
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47. Your parents get adivorce.

PvB

A. Itis hard for people to get along well when they are
married. I

B. Itishard for my parents to get along well when they
are married. 0

48. Y ou have been trying to get into a club and you don't get
in.

A. 1 don't get along well with other people. I
B. | don't get along well with the people in the club. 0

SCORING KEY

PmB PmG

PvB PvG
HoB

PsB PSG

Total B Total G
G-B

Y ou can score the test now. Y ou can share your child's scores with him
if you like. If you do tell him what his scores are, also explain what they
mean.

Start with the PmB (Permanent Bad) score. Total the numbersin the
right-hand margin that follow the answers your child chose to questions
13, 18, 24, 28, 31, 33, 35, and 36. Enter that total in the scoring key above,
next to "PmB."

Then add the PmG scores-questions 5, 9, 23, 39, 40, 41, 42, and 43 —
and enter the total in the scoring key.

Then do the pervasiveness scores and note them in the key. The PvB
questions are 12, 15, 20, 21, 27, 46, 47, and 48. The PvG questions are 1,
3,17, 25, 30, 32, 34, and 37.

Total the PmB and PvB scores to get the hope (HoB) score. Record it.
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Now score personalization. The PsB questions are 6, 7, 10, 11, 14, 26,
29, and 38.

The PsG questions are 2, 4, 8, 16, 19, 22, 44, and 45.

Compute the total scoresfor bad events (PmB + PvB + PsB) and
record the Total B; then total the scores for good events (PmG + PvG
+ PSG) and record it.

Finally, compute the overall scale score, G-B, by subtracting the Total
B from the Total G. Write it on the bottom line of the key.

Here's what your child's scores mean and how your child comparesto
the thousands of children who have taken this test.

First, girls and boys score differently. Girls, at least up to puberty, are
noticeably more optimistic than boys. The average nine-to-twelve-year-old
girl hasa G - B score Of 7.0. The average nine-to-twelve-year-old boy has
ascore Of 5.0. If your girl scoreslessthan 4.5, she is somewhat pessimistic.
If she scoresless than 2, sheis very pessimistic and at risk for depression.
If your boy scores less than 2.5, he is somewhat pessimistic; lessthan I,
heisvery pessimistic and at risk for depression.

As for Total B score, the average nine-to-twelve-year-old girl'sis 7.0,
and the average boy'sis 8.5. Scores of three points higher than the average
are very pessimistic.

The average Total G score for nine-to-twelve-year-old girls and boysis
13.5. Scores three points lower are very pessimistic. The individual good
dimensions (PmG, PsG, and PvG) each average about 4.5, with scores of
3 or below being very pessimistic. The individual bad dimensions (PmB,
PvB, PSG) average about 2.5 for girls and 2.8 for boys, with scores Of 4
or higher being risk markersfor depression.

Why Children Can't Be Hopeless

YOU MAY HAVE been surprised about the norms and what the scores
mean, particularly compared to your own scores. On the whole, prepu-

bescent children are extremely optimistic, with a capacity for hope and an

i mmunity to hopelessness they will never again possess after puberty, when
they lose much of their optimism.

When my son, David, was five, my wife and | divorced. Explaining it
to him in euphemisms did not seem to work. He kept asking me, every
weekend, if Kerry and | would get married again. The time had come for
straight talk. | told him at length that people fall out of love, and that it
can befinal. Trying to make the point, | asked him: "Did you ever have



