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INTRODUCTION

Billy is a ten-year-old sitting at the kitchen table eating breakfast.  His mother asks him why he looks so sad.  Billy answers, “I have a math test today and I know I’m going to fail it.”  The mother tries to reassure her son by remind him that he spent an hour studying for the test.  Billy replies, “You know I can’t do math.  Dad says our family just isn’t good with numbers.”
Seven-year-old Mary is in her backyard playing jump rope with her friends.  The girls are talking about their families.  Mary tells them, “My dad says I can do anything I want because I try real hard when I do things.”  Alice replies, “I’m going to stay home and be a mommy because my dad says girls are supposed to stay home and take care of their children.”  Nancy chimes, “My mom says I’m too fat to be a ballerina and, besides, I have crooked teeth.”

Mark is a five-year-old with leukemia who is always smiling and saying hello to people.  When asked why he is so happy, Mark replies, “My parents say God loves me, and if God loves me I should always be happy.”
These examples illustrate the importance of a child’s attitude.  The attitude developed during childhood has a powerful influence in helping to shape how a child will think, feel and behave throughout life.

There is plenty of documentation about importance of attitude in shaping the child’s perception of the world.  For example, an interesting research study provides a clear and convincing example of the power contained in a youngster’s belief about himself.
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An elementary schoolteacher told her students at the start of the school year that blue-eyed students are smarter than those with brown eyes are and therefore would get much better grades.  At the end of the first marking period, the students with blue eyes had done much better than had the students with brown eyes.  The teacher then told the students she made a mistake, that brown-eyed students are actually smarter than blue-eyed students are and therefore would do much better in school.  When the next marking period ended, the students with brown eyes had higher grades than those with blue eyes had.  As a final part of the experiment, the teacher told her students that eye color had nothing to do with intelligence or achievement in school.  At the end of the next marking period, there was no significant difference between the grades of blue-eyed and brown-eyed students.

This example illustrates the importance of a child’s attitude.  Since the attitude developed by children is critical to their mental, emotional and social development, parents and others who work with young people need to understand how they can help in the development of a healthy attitude.

                                                                                         Ronald E. Sharp, Ed.D.

                                                                                         William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS ATTITUDE?
The dictionary defines attitude as, “a state of mind or feeling with regard to some matter.”  Another way of describing attitude is as a learned behavior that determines the way a person sees himself, others and the world.  For example, two children receive identical presents.  One child is disappointed, while the other child is pleased.  Their individual expectations influenced their responses, which shaped each youngster’s attitude.
DO ATTITUDES VARY?

Attitudes vary widely and tend to differ from one child to the next.  The adage about seeing the glass as “half full” or “half empty” is another way of describing the differing attitudes of children.  While many people use the terms “good” or “bad” when discussing the concept of attitude, it is more helpful to think in terms of “healthy” or “positive” and “unhealthy” or “negative” attitudes.
IS ATTITUDE AN INHERITED CHARACTERISTIC?
It is not known how much of a child’s attitude is inherited and how much is learned.  Current knowledge suggests that genetic factors DO influence the development of certain attitudinal characteristics.  For example, some infants are generally alert and cheerful, while others are often tense and irritable.  In turn, these behaviors influence how parents relate to their infant.  While it is not known how much of a child’s attitude is shaped by genetic influence, most experts agree that interactions with other people and the environment are the most important factors in shaping a young person’s attitude.

HOW DO PARENTS INFLUENCE THEIR CHILD’S ATTITUDE?

Although parents have a powerful affect on the development of their child’s attitude, it is inaccurate to state that children learn their attitude solely from their parents.  Other factors also contribute greatly such as the child’s physical development, history of illness, having siblings and relationships with relatives, teachers and peers.  Perhaps it is more accurate to say that parents generally have the most significant influence on their child’s attitude until adolescence.  At this point, the peer group can exert considerable influence over the youngster’s attitude.
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HOW CAN PEERS AFFECT A CHILD’S ATTITUDE?
Peer relationships have a direct and dramatic influence on a child’s attitude.  The influence becomes increasingly important as the youngster grows older and becomes more socially active.  By adolescence, the attitude of peers can become the dominant factor because the need to belong to the peer group is very strong.  Teenagers will often adopt attitudes that are contrary to their own beliefs to win peer acceptance.

DO ROLE MODELS INFLUENCE A CHILD’S ATTITUDE?

Children create and identify with role models.  These role models (whether real or fictional) exert a significant influence on how children think, feel and behave.  Positive role models can help children learn responsible and appropriate behaviors.  Negative role models can teach children disruptive and ineffective behaviors.  Parents can most directly influence their child’s attitude by role modeling those behaviors and attitudes they wish their child to adopt.  They also can influence their child’s attitude by identifying and associating with other people who can serve as positive role models.
HOW DO EXPECTATIONS INFLUENCE A CHILD’S ATTITUDE?
The expectation a child develops creates a set of expectations concerning what will happen.  If a child expects the worst, he will watch for that result.  If a youngster expects the best, he will look for a positive outcome.  If a young person can develop a healthy sense of expectation, a positive attitude can be enhanced and reinforced.  The saying, “You get what you expect” is based on the psychological principle “We become what we think about.”  Parents should encourage their children to “expect” to be healthy, happy and successful.
HOW DOES “GRATITUDE” AFFECT A CHILD’S ATTITUDE?
Children who develop a sense of appreciation for what they have usually acquire a positive attitude.  Parents should encourage their children to write a list of things for which they are grateful and post the list in a highly visible place.  The family might spend a minute at the supper table listing the things for which they are grateful and giving thanks for the benefits they enjoy.  These reminders serve to enhance and reinforce the child’s positive attitude.
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CAN TRAUMATIC EVENTS AFFECT A CHILD’S ATTITUDE?
A few traumatic events that can shake a child’s trust and confidence, and negatively affect attitude include parental separation and divorce, the death of a relative or pet and serious illness.  Adult support and nurturance are necessary if the child is to maintain a positive attitude.  Having the child talk about her feelings of loss and the accompanying grief can reduce the negative impact of traumatic events.  A child whose parents divorce may have intense feelings she cannot understand or control.  Talking about how she feels can help her understand her feelings and develop ways to manage her pain.

HOW DOES “SELF-TALK” INFLUENCE THE ATTITUDES OF CHILDREN?
Most children have heard, “No!”, “Don’t do that!” or “You can’t do that!” over 180,000 times by age 18.  This information leads young people to develop “negative self-talk.”  Research indicates that about 75% of self-talk is negative.  The child who says, “I am too dumb to do fractions,” expects to fail and develops a negative attitude towards math.  However, the child who believes she can draw will view her art with great satisfaction and say, “I am good at drawing,” even if her work is not very good by other people’s standards.  Helping a child to monitor and modify her self-talk is an important and positive way to build a healthy attitude.

WHAT OTHER FACTORS AFFECT A CHILD’S ATTITUDE?

Television, music and reading materials affect a child’s attitude.  These forms of communication send powerful messages, both positive and negative.  As a result, parents should carefully monitor the information to which their child is exposed.  By teaching their child how to make wise choices about what she watches, hears or reads parents can increase the probability that their child will be exposed to positive role models, learning experiences and attitudes.

HOW IMPORTANT IS A CHILD’S ATTITUDE?

The attitude developed by a child will influence how she sees herself, others and the world around her.  No other single factor helps to shape a child’s perception of, and reaction to, the events in her life, as does her attitude.  The vital role of attitude in shaping a child’s thoughts, feelings and behaviors is illustrated in the story of a set of identical twins that had different attitudes.  The twin with the negative attitude was placed in a room with hundreds of toys.  The twin with the positive attitude was put in a room full of horse manure.  An hour later, the child with the negative attitude was sitting in the middle of the floor crying because there was no cartridge for his favorite video game.  The child with the positive attitude was laughing, throwing manure in the air and shouting, “With so much manure in this room, there must be a pony somewhere!”
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IS THERE A RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN ATTITUDE AND HAPPINESS?

Attitude and happiness are often related.  For example, optimists usually look on the good side of things and therefore tend to be happier than are pessimists.  Pessimists often see the negative elements in a situation and as a result tend to be unhappy.  Experiments show that slightly depressed people see situations more clearly, in terms of the facts involved; however, they also report being less happy than optimists.

CAN ATTITUDE AFFECT PHYSICAL HEALTH?

A child’s attitude can definitely affect her physical health.  The chemicals in the body influence the immune system, which, in turn, moderate the child’s attitude.  It would be incorrect to say a child’s attitude determines her health because many factors, such as genetics, family health history, environment and others influence a child’s health.  Nevertheless, it is correct to say that a positive attitude can help to enhance the effectiveness of a child’s immune system.  Furthermore, a child’s attitude is an important and essential part of coping with illness.  Children with healthy attitudes manage their illnesses more effectively than do youngsters with negative attitudes.

CAN ATTITUDE AFFECT EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING?

Attitude greatly influences a child’s emotional well-being.  If the child has a healthy attitude, she will be able to handle stress, disappointment, failure and rejection in a more productive manner than will someone with an unhealthy attitude.  A child who experiences a disappointment (not getting the roller skates she wanted for Christmas), and can still talk about all of the wonderful presents she did receive, will experience much less stress than a child who spends Christmas Day pouting because she did not get the roller skates she wanted.
CAN A CHILD’S ATTITUDE BE TOO POSITIVE?
A child can develop a “Pollyanna” attitude that blinds her to reality.  Although it is important to recognize this potential problem, parents should be much more concerned about the development of a negative attitude in their child.  If a child’s attitude is unrealistic, parents can teach the young person to recognize this behavior.  For example, if a child sees herself as the best soccer player on the team (and is really one of the worst), her parents can encourage the child to play as hard as she can, while pointing out that some of the other players also are very good at the game.
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HOW CAN PARENTS TEACH POSITIVE ATTITUDES TO THEIR CHILDREN?
The most powerful way parents can teach positive attitudes to their children is by example.  Parents need to understand that their attitude and behavior serve as the most important role model their children can have.  A positive attitude demonstrated by a child’s parents will go much further than a lecture about the need for a healthy attitude.

HOW CAN PARENTS HELP CHANGE THEIR CHILD’S ATTITUDE?

Parents can exert great influence on a child’s attitude, but only the child can take responsibility for his outlook on life.  Demanding that a child adopt a different attitude is unproductive behavior.  However, encouraging him to look at the situation in a “different light” can be very helpful in modifying his attitude.  For example, when he says that another child is being mean, the parent can suggest that the other child may be jealous, afraid of or intimidated by him.  Offering different perspectives can help a child change his attitude about a situation.

WHAT CAN PARENTS DO WHEN THEIR CHILD DEMONSTRATES AN UNHEALTHY ATTITUDE?

It is usually best to ignore the behavior the first time it arises.  If the behavior continues, however, the response is determined by the child’s age.  If the child is younger than age three, parents should use a “teaching” approach.  For example, if the toddler pouts because he can’t put Play Dough in his ears, his parents can say, “Give me a big smile and we will put the Play Dough in the cookie press.”  If the child is between four and seven, parents should allow the child to be responsible for his attitude.  Parents can say, “You can be upset about not being allowed to watch television or you can make yourself feel better by playing with your toys.”  When children are over age seven, parents can give feedback on what they see.  For example, they can say, “Your attitude doesn’t seem very healthy to me.  Are you sure you have the attitude you want?”
HOW CAN THE ATTITUDE DEVELOPED DURING CHILDHOOD AFFECT A PERSON AS AN ADULT?

The attitude of a youngster develops during childhood will follow him into adulthood and will bear heavily on how he perceives and responds to the events of daily life.  In fact, most people display the “basic” attitude they learned in childhood through their lives.  The truth of this statement is evident in Mark Twin’s quip, “People change.  But seldom.”  This is a main reason why it is so important to develop healthy attitudes in children.
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A SYSTEM FOR DEVELOPING
HEALTHY ATTITUDES IN CHILDREN

Experts in the field of child development offer several formulas for developing healthy attitudes in children.  Although terminology may differ, these formulas include the following basic structure.

EVENT                              RESPONSE                              OUTCOME

During infancy, parents most directly influence the growth of a healthy attitude.  For example, when an infant falls (EVENT), he does not know how to react.  The behavior of the parents (RESPONSE) will largely determine the outcome.  If the parents laugh, clap their hands and say, “Baby went boom!” (RESPONSE), the infant will probably smile and laugh (OUTCOME).  If the parents rush to the infant, pick him up and say, “My poor baby!” (RESPONSE), the infant will more than likely start to cry (OUTCOME).  As a result, the infant learns to cry whenever he falls.
However, as the child grows older and begins to construct his own understanding of behavior, the formula takes on a more complex structure.
(PLACE DIAGRAM HERE)
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In this formula, the EVENT (breaking a dish while helping to dry the dishes) results in two responses.  The child may feel anxious and say, “I’m so clumsy!” (CHILD’S RESPONSE), but this reaction can be modified and even changed by the reaction of the parents.  The father might say, “John, you are usually careful when drying the dishes.  We all have accidents” (PARENT’S RESPONSE).  In this case, the child will probably relax and say to himself, “I’m usually careful, but accidents happen” (OUTCOME).

The next time the child has an accident (EVENT), his initial reaction will be to use his learned response, “I’m usually careful, but accidents happen” (CHILD’S REPONSE).  If his parents reinforce this reaction, the child will have learned a healthy attitude concerning the accidents he is sure to experience throughout his life (OUTCOME).
Understanding these two basic formulas will make it easier to help an infant, toddler or child develop a healthy attitude.  While each incident will have its own unique circumstances, the sequence (EVENT-RESPONSE-OUTCOME) will apply and can help shape and influence the development of a healthy attitude in children.
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INDICATIONS OF

UNHEALTHY ATTITUDES IN CHILDREN

All children display some of the following behaviors during their development and still manage to maintain a healthy attitude.  However, when a child exhibits several of these behaviors over time, or adopts more of these behaviors, there is an increased possibility that he may have an unhealthy attitude.

· Exhibiting low self-esteem

· Displaying extreme moodiness

· Having difficulty making friends

· Being overly dependent on others

· Engaging in negative “self-talk”

· Expecting things will not “work out”

· Being reluctant or refusing to try new things

· Lacking gratitude for the things he has

· Identifying with role models who reflect a negative attitude

· Watching television programs that reflect a negative attitude

· Reading books or listening to music that present a negative attitude

· Being unwilling to share thoughts and possessions with others

· Lacking a general sense of happiness and self-contentment

· Being unfriendly or discourteous

· Being easily frustrated

· Working only on tasks that have already been mastered or are easily accomplished

· Making fun of others who demonstrate a healthy attitude
· Drawing or making things that reflect a negative attitude

· Being cruel or negative to other children or pets

· Quitting tasks that are not easily accomplished

· Choosing friends who demonstrate an unhealthy attitude

· Experiencing emotional problems

· Having difficulty sleeping

· Displaying eating problems

· Being aloof or alone frequently

· Using obscene or profane language or gestures

· Participating in delinquent activities

· Engaging in aggressive or violent behaviors

· Violating rules of conduct at home or school routinely

· Using alcohol or other drugs
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FACTORS THAT HINDER THE DEVELOPMENT OF

HEALTHY ATTITUDES IN CHILDREN

Every child has experiences that can negatively affect the development of a healthy attitude.  Most of these experiences are temporary and do not lead to permanent problems.  However, if a youngster experiences several of the conditions listed below over an extended time, the development of a healthy attitude could be impaired.

· Developmental delays

· Low intelligence

· Physical deformities

· Speech impediments

· Learning disabilities

· Criticizing the child frequently

· Disciplining the child excessively or inappropriately

· Emphasizing the accidents/failures experienced by the child

· Expecting too much of the child (athletically, academically or socially)

· Comparing the child negatively with other children

· Ignoring the child’s requests/questions

· Talking about the child to others in a negative manner

· Teasing the child or making him feel powerless

· Losing emotional control/yelling at the child and failing to apologize

· Searching the child’s room

· Blaming the child for family problems

· Making fun of the child when he fails at something

· Comparing the child with someone who is not liked

· Focusing on the failings (rather than the successes) in the child’s work

· Rejecting the child’s fears/anxieties

· Laughing at the child’s feelings

· Using statements such as “Why don’t you grow up?” and “Act your age!”

· Expressing nonverbal signs of rejection, disgust or frustration

· Making fun of the child’s appearance

· Neglecting the child’s physical or emotional needs

· Abusing the child physically, sexually or emotionally
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HOW TO ENHANCE A CHILD’S ATTITUDE

Every event in a child’s life affects her behavior.  As a result, each experience that teaches or reinforces the importance of developing a positive attitude will have a lasting effect on her.  The experiences listed below can help create a healthy attitude in a child.

· Role-model a positive attitude in your own behavior

· Reinforce the child’s behavior, especially “self-talk” that reflects a positive attitude

· Help the child learn to select role models who demonstrate a positive attitude

· Encourage the child to place posters in her room that reflect a positive attitude

· Recommend that the child watch television programs and listen to music that fosters a positive attitude

· Read stories to the child that demonstrate a positive attitude

· Encourage the child to read stories that demonstrate a positive attitude

· Assist the child in developing a gratitude statement she can say at the beginning of each new day

· Use meal times to have family members talk about the positive things they are experiencing

· Recommend that the child develop a list of things for which she is grateful and have her read the list every day

· Motivate the child to develop an attitude of positive expectation

· Talk with the child about current events or human interest stories that reflect a positive attitude (newspapers and magazines are good sources for such information)

· Have the child, at bedtime, think about the good things that happened during the day and express gratitude for them

· Monitor the child’s friends to make sure they reflect a positive attitude

· Encourage the child to help a friend or perform some other act of kindness

· Teach the child to smile and say “hello” to people

· Suggest that the child draw picture, make models or play games that reinforce a positive attitude

· Teach the child to look for the good in every situation

· Help the child develop a personal saying that reflects a positive attitude

· Tell the child personal stories about the benefits of having a positive attitude
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IMPORTANT PARENTAL BEHAVIORS FOR DEVELOPING
HEALTHY ATTITUDES IN CHILDREN

Parents play the most important role in helping their children develop a healthy attitude.  How parents behave serves as a model that influences a child’s attitude from infancy through adolescence.  The parental behaviors listed below can help promote the development of healthy attitudes in children.

· Accept the child as he is
· Hug the child frequently and find other ways of expressing your love and affection

· Accept the child’s statements, not necessarily as being true, but as a description of what he thinks or feels

· Find ways to make regular statements that define the child in positive ways such as kind, loving, thoughtful, special, intelligent or considerate

· Share the child’s accomplishments with others

· Separate the child from the behavior when disciplining him (the statement, “Your behavior was selfish” is more useful than “You are selfish”)

· Give the child positive self-statements he can make about himself

· Administer discipline in private, giving the child an explanation of why he is being punished

· Set positive expectations for the child at the beginning of tasks

· Speak “with” the child and avoid talking “at” or “down” to him

· Place the child’s work in prominent places (drawings, test scores, models)

· Help the child set goals for himself

· Use charts to measure the child’s progress in specific behaviors (doing chores, meeting goals, being home on time)

· Give the child an allowance and as much personal financial responsibility as he can successfully manage

· Allow the child to take the lead in family activities (saying blessing at supper, discussing vacation plans, planning meals)

· Provide the child with opportunities to learn and master new skills

· Assign the child age-appropriate chores

· Take note of and reinforce the child’s accomplishments
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION ABOUT DEVELOPING
HEALTHY ATTITUDES IN CHILDREN

The following is a list of sources to contact for help or information about developing healthy attitudes in children.  The first list contains local agencies and professionals to contact for direct help.  The second list contains national agencies to contact for information.

LOCAL SOURCES

CHILD PSYCHIATRIST, PSYCHOLOGIST OR COUNSELOR – These professionals can provide psychological testing and treatment services for children who have significant emotional problems that result from an unhealthy attitude.
Telephone #

SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGIST – These educational professionals can provide psychological testing and treatment recommendations for children whose attitudinal problems interfere with their school performance.
Telephone #

CHILDREN AND YOUTH SERVICES – This agency can provide educational materials, information and in-home services for children whose attitudes seriously disrupt their social growth and development.
Telephone #
MENTAL HEALTH CENTER – These agencies have professionals on staff trained to diagnose and provide treatment for children with attitude problems.

Telephone # 

NATIONAL AGENCIES

Center for Attitudinal Healing
www.healingcenter.org
Child Welfare League of America

www.cwla.org
National Institute of Mental Health

www.nimh.nih.gov
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