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INTRODUCTION
Self-esteem is how we “see” ourselves; it influences much of what we do, including what we become.  Feeling good about oneself gives a person the confidence to tackle life’s many complex tasks and challenging pleasures.  People who lack confidence, and avoid new or difficult experiences, may appear to lack ability.  However, their low self-esteem probably caused them not to “try.”

The foundation for self-esteem in adulthood develops during childhood.  The building of self-esteem happens in conjunction with the development of many different tasks, from learning to say “momma” to understanding the molecular structure of DNA.  Childhood is certainly a time of discovery, and part of that discovery has to do with learning what oneself is capable of mastering.

There are many reasons why the development of a child’s self-esteem may be hindered.  They range from very real problems, such as physical handicaps, to less clear issues, such as emotional problems stemming from parental divorce.  Despite the particular difficulties that children may encounter, their self-esteem can grow and flourish – with the right support.

Understanding what is happening to children when they are experiencing significant developmental stages is crucial to helping them go through “phases,” such as whether they are being shy or rebellious.  However, adults are sometimes unaware of how sensitive children are to their words and actions.  The environment in which a child experiences a new activity can be critical.
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Unfortunately, there are many potentially negative results when children do not develop healthy self-esteem.  Possible outcomes range from general unhappiness to deep depression, to dropping out of school, to robbery and even to violence.  People with very low self-esteem may harbor resentment towards others who seem to have “more.”  This frustration can turn into anger.  People with low self-esteem also often lack esteem for others.

Building children’s self-esteem does not require special materials or complicated techniques.  Rather, parents and teachers can rely on sensitivity and basic communication skills to understand and help children believe that they are competent and valued.  The information presented in this publication explains how adults can influence the growth of a healthy self-image in children.

                                                                                         Amy R. Vigilante, Ph.D.
                                                                                        William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS SELF-ESTEEM?
The dictionary defines self-esteem as “self-respect” or “self-conceit.”  The second of these terms implies an excessive amount of self-esteem.  For the purposes of this publication, however, our concern is to help children develop a healthy self-respect, through normal accomplishments, in order to approach life without being burdened by fears of competition, failure or success.  Childhood self-esteem develops through competence and social acceptance.
WHO IS AT-RISK TO DEVELOP LOW SELF-ESTEEM?

Because self-esteem develops through competence, it is in a constant state of growth while a youth is learning new skills.  Children are at-risk to develop low self-esteem when they are unable to learn any one new skill.  Given the number of completely new skills acquired during childhood, any child could suffer from a lack of confidence in a particular area.  Adults with low self-esteem most often acquired this self-image in childhood.

HOW DOES THE ABILITY TO LEARN NEW SKILLS AFFECT SELF-ESTEEM?

The ability to learn new skills varies from one child to the next.  Each child has strengths and weaknesses that make certain skills hard or easy to acquire.  What is most important – in terms of self-esteem – is that a child must learn to encounter difficulty without feeling badly about himself/herself because of it.  The struggle to master a new skill can seem almost impossible to a child who lacks confidence because she/he is overly uncomfortable about not being “good” at something.

WHAT SKILLS ARE CHILDREN SUPPOSED TO MASTER?

A key to helping children develop self-esteem involves knowing what to expect of them.  Adults need to recognize the stages in which new skills and experiences happen.  For example, many school expectations are quite clear, such as learning to read, write or do math.  Other things that happen in school involve less tangible skills, such as making friends, writing a poem or singing a tune.  Teachers realize how important social and creative skill development are, and how competence in extracurricular activities can enhance both self-esteem and academic achievement.
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WHAT SKILLS ARE MASTERED AT HOME?
Parents play the most important role in helping their children acquire skills and develop self-esteem.  The amount of time parents spend with their children, in proportion to other adults, including teachers, is immense.  The skills children master at home include basic human functions such as walking, talking, eating, bathing and toilet training.  Furthermore, family life teaches children important social skills such as sharing, responsibility, communication, compromise and a range of morals and values.  Parents and families also serve as primary role models for their children’s emotional and social growth.

HOW CAN PARENTS HELP WITH TASK MASTERY?

Parents should actively provide opportunities for mastery at each stage in their child’s development.  Without a variety of activities to experience and participate in, and chances to attempt mastering these activities, children cannot be expected to really learn.  Parents also can find out what their children are doing in school, both academically and socially, and help to reinforce and enrich the learning experience.

WHAT KINDS OF ACTIVITIES SHOULD PARENTS PROVIDE?

Any activities at which children can excel, or easily learn, are instant means to building self-esteem.  However, children also should try new things, even when they are not easily mastered.  Parents should make a conscious effort to balance activities that are easily accomplished with those that are more challenging.  It is important that parents be careful not to emphasize skills they value to the exclusion of activities that are important to their children.
MUST ADULTS BE PRESENT TO REINFORCE OR CRITICIZE EVERY STEP OF THE WAY?

NO, this would be impossible.  Rather, adults should foster the kind of environment and relationships in which children can learn, explore and are not afraid to request help.  Adults must reassure children that they are valued, regardless of whether they know their multiplication tables.  At the same time, adults also should communicate to children that they can learn multiplication tables, that they are expected to learn them and, most important, that there is nothing wrong with having problems or requesting help along the way to mastery.
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WHAT ROLE DOES CONFIDENCE PLAY IN SELF-ESTEEM?
It is important that adults instill in children the self-belief that they CAN attain their goals.  Believing in children is as important to building self-esteem as helping them learn how to achieve goals.  When they do attain goals, children tend to gain confidence, which, in turn, improves their self-esteem.  On the other hand, children with low self-esteem usually do not believe they are competent enough to become – or deserve to have – what they want.  Self-confidence, and the confidence displayed by others, plays a vital role in self-esteem.

HOW DOES COMMUNICATION AFFECT SELF-ESTEEM?

Communication is vital at every stage of growth.  What is most important (in terms of self-esteem) is a child’s own perception of his/her experiences.  This delicate aspect of self-esteem is often overlooked.  Parents and teachers must create a comfortable environment in which children can safely express their feelings.  Part of nurturing children is letting them know the feelings they express are taken seriously.  If adults ridicule their interpretations (even as silly as they may sometimes seem), children grow reluctant to express their insecurities.  Children should learn that everyone has self-doubts.  By learning how others deal with their insecurities, children can develop ways to handle their own.

HOW DOES POSITIVE FEEDBACK BUILD SELF-ESTEEM?

Encouragement and reinforcement are important components in building self-esteem.  Part of growing up is learning how things “should” be done.  Children need to be told when they do something correctly.  Positive feedback cements the newly learned skill into their sense or ability and, at the same time, helps to ensure that they will recognize mastery when they accomplish it.  However, positive feedback must be realistic, so that children will continue to work on the skill until they have mastered it.

WHAT KINDS OF ENCOURAGEMENT HELP CHILDREN BUILD SELF-ESTEEM?

It is essential for children to receive realistic positive reinforcement.  Similarly, a nurturing environment must include appropriate amounts of constructive criticism.  Children shielded from criticism and reprimand, when needed, may suffer in some ways as much as overly corrected or punished children.  During the process of learning a new skill, children should be encouraged and recognized for each step of the process they master, especially in cases or situations where the learning is particularly challenging.
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IS CONSTANT PRAISE A WAY TO BUILD SELF-ESTEEM?

It may seem that the solution to building children’s self-esteem would be praise.  However, the problem is more complicated than this.  Part of what children are developing consists of standards that they learn from individuals and social institutions such as parents, teachers, friends, churches and clubs.  Children know what the expectations are for specific situations.  Children who are constantly told they are doing a wonderful job when, in fact, they know they are not, learn to mistrust the standards of the people whom they see as setting them.

HOW CAN A LACK OF CRITICISM INTERFERE WITH THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-ESTEEM?
When children do not master a new skill, because their parents or teachers are reluctant to point out ways that can help them perfect it, they do not develop the self-respect that results from mastery.  In addition, children are likely to interpret a lack of criticism as a lack of confidence in their abilities.  They may believe: “If she thought I was capable of learning this, she would help me to learn how to do it better.”  The subtle message they receive is that they “can’t.”

WHAT IS CONSTRUCTIVE CRITICISM?

The mastery of any one skill may involve a series of stages.  As children conquer each new stage, they need to be told that they have completed the task successfully and that they should proceed with the next step.  A parent or teacher, who tells a child that she/he has succeeded, when such is not the truth, is doing the child a disservice.  The child will never master the skill if she/he does not know that a part needs improvement.  Constructive criticism is pointing out HOW to improve upon the new skill.

HOW DOES MORAL DEVELOPMENT AFFECT SELF-ESTEEM?

There is truth to the saying: “Children learn from what they see, not from what they are told.”  Parents, teachers and other role models provide much of the structure for moral development in children.  The manner in which adults conduct themselves becomes what children perceive as “normal” behavior.  As a result, parents should be careful not to lie, cheat or exhibit other immoral behaviors – if they do not want their children to act immorally.  In other words, children “model” self-esteem directly from their parents’ behaviors.  When parents exhibit healthy self-esteem, their children tend to do likewise.
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WHAT ELSE IS INVOLVED IN BUILDING SELF-ESTEEM?

The skills and activities that children develop as they mature also include important aspects of personality.  By the age of six or seven, children have learned about qualities such as peer acceptance and personal attractiveness, and they begin to judge themselves in relation to others.  The opinions children form about others, and those they form about themselves from peer feedback, are critical features in the development of self-esteem.  Comparison of the self to others is a natural part of the process of building self-esteem.

HOW DO PEER STANDARDS INFLUENCE SELF-ESTEEM?
As children grow older, peer standards increasingly influence their opinions of themselves.  They begin to form a self-image based on their perceptions of how peers view and treat them.  In their search for acceptance, most children adopt some of the standards exhibited by their peers.  Wearing the “right” clothes and listening to the “right” music are typical examples of how children conforming to peer standards.  However, some peer standards are harder to conform to than others are.  For example, children who are physically, mentally or socially less well off than are their peers may develop low self-esteem.  In addition, with the advent of sexual maturity, perceiving oneself as attractive becomes very important.

WHAT ABOUT CHILDREN WITH SPECIAL NEEDS?

Children with special traits often benefit from being able to identify with others who share their experiences.  Handicaps, or other special needs, can make children feel “left out.”  While encouraging them to “fit” into the mainstream is important, sometimes sharing feels and experiences with others who have similar backgrounds helps children with special needs to value themselves.  We all belong to different types of groups.  Group identity is an important factor in establishing a sense of self-worth.

HOW CAN EDUCATORS HELP STUDENTS BUILD SELF-ESTEEM?

Many of the approaches suggested for parents also apply to teachers.  Countless activities take place in school that can contribute to building self-esteem.  Some obvious examples include helping students learn how to set and meet ambitious, but attainable goals; developing individualized ways for each student to excel at something; and providing positive reinforcement when merited.  Perhaps a less obvious way to help build student self-esteem involves the teacher/student relationship.  The reasons for a student’s poor self-esteem may be independent of school performance.  Family dysfunctions, peer relationships, physical abnormalities, health problems and a variety of personal difficulties can adversely affect self-esteem.  Teachers who show their concern and support to students, who are experiencing difficulties, have a positive affect on those who suffer from low self-esteem.  Good teacher/student relationships foster a security that makes a child want to learn and master more skills.
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SKILLS LEARNED AT DIFFERENT STAGES OF DEVELOPMENT
During each stage of development, children encounter expectations and challenges that affect self-esteem.  Being aware of the more critical growth experiences can help adults determine ways to offer guidance and support.  The following categories may sometimes overlap.  They should be viewed as the focus of a particular developmental stage.

DEVELOPMENTAL                        AGE                          LEARNED

         STAGE                                   RANGE                         SKILLS
                                                                                   - Trust
                                                                                   - Attachment to caregivers
                                                                                   - Emotional development
INFANCY                                           0-2                 - Feelings, senses and body
                                                                                      movement are refined

                                                                                   - Awareness of objects as permanent
                                                                                   - Crawling

                                                                                   - Walking

                                                                                   - Talking

TODDLERHOOD                            3-4                 - Playing

                                                                                   - Independence

                                                                                   - Self-control

                                                                                   - Imitation

                                                                                   - Gender identification

                                                                                   - Concrete operations (using

EARLY SCHOOL AGE                   5-7                    scissors, writing, etc.) 

                                                                                   - Early moral development

                                                                                   - Group play

                                                                                   - Identification with others

                                                                                   - Skill learning

                                                                                   - Social cooperation

MIDDLE SCHOOL AGE                8-12               - Self-evaluation

                                                                                   - Team play

                                                                                   - Education (study habits develop)

           - Physical maturity
                                                                                   - Emotional development

                                                                                   - Heterosexual relationships

EARLY ADOLESCENCE              13-17              - Formal operations (analyzing and
                                                                                     interpreting experience, anticipating

                                                                                     outcomes of actions, values
                                                                                     develop)
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INFANCY
During this initial stage of development, children begin to explore the environment.  They become aware that other objects exist around them.  The concept of “object permanence” occurs when children realize that objects stay where they are, unless moved, and that people consistently will “be there.”  Trust and attachments with caregivers occurs.  The basis of emotional security forms.

TODDLERHOOD

Some very primary skills form during toddlerhood.  Learning to walk and talk is important physically, but also marks the initial step in learning to become self-sufficient.  Children not only begin to function independently, they also learn to express their needs by more sophisticated means than crying.  By imitating parents and others, children learn how others expect them to behave.

EARLY SCHOOL AGE

Many skills develop during the early school years.  Children learn new information almost daily.  There is recognition of the differences between males and females, during which children learn to identify with the traits of their own gender.  Early moral development begins by learning the difference between right and wrong.  The important transition from imitation to identification occurs.  Instead of copying behavior, children learn to recognize traits in others as ones that they also possess.

MIDDLE SCHOOL AGE

Self-evaluation and social relationships influence this stage of development.  Children of this age group are developing personality traits such as sensitivity to other, kindness or selfishness.  Peer groups become increasingly important, as children compare themselves to others of the same age group in almost every activity in which they engage.

EARLY ADOLESCENCE

Early adolescence is an important period for social and emotional development.  The opinions of peers, and identification with a group, become very important.  The “opposite sex” is a major focus, and “feeling attractive” is critical.  Perceiving oneself as competent and able to master life’s many situations and experiences on a more sophisticated level is important to building a positive self-image.  The confidence and competence achieved during this stage of development are the building blocks for a successful adulthood.
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FACTORS THAT CAN CAUSE LOW SELF-ESTEEM IN CHILDREN
A number of factors, most of which result from problems within the family, the self or society, can cause low self-esteem.  Any one or a combination of these factors can adversely affect a child’s perception of self.  A child whose low self-esteem persists because of one or more of these factors may benefit from mental health intervention.

WITHIN THE FAMILY
· Alcohol or other drug abuse by family members

· Domestic violence

· Emotional abuse or neglect

· Emotional or psychological problems of family members

· Financial difficulties

· Physical abuse or neglect

· Poor parent/child relationship

· Separation or divorce of parents

· Sexual abuse

WITHIN THE SELF

· Crippling diseases

· Epilepsy

· Gender identification

· Hearing deficiencies

· Heart irregularities

· Loss of a limb

· Low intelligence

· Obesity

· Personality disorders

· Physical size

· Scarring of the body

· Skin problems

· Speech defects

· Visual problems

WITHIN SOCIETY

· Lack of acceptance by peers or others

· Low social or economic status

· Minority status

· Mockery by peers or others

· Physical violence by peers or others

· Poor teacher/student relationships
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SYMPTOMS OF LOW SELF-ESTEEM IN CHILDREN

Adults must learn to recognize phases and patterns that children go through in developing self-esteem.  Depending on the difficulty of a new skill to master (or the particular abilities, or likes and dislikes of a child), self-esteem may rise and fall with different life experiences.  Areas that seem weakest deserve the most attention.  The following list represents some of the more common behaviors that may indicate a need for building a child’s self-esteem.

· A pattern of failure

· Aggressive or violent behavior

· Anger or frustration when not able to master new tasks immediately

· Behavior problems

· Bullying

· Cheating

· Cruelty to animals

· Defeatist attitude

· Delinquency

· Depression

· Difficulty making and keeping friends

· Downgrading others to feel better about self

· Downgrading self

· Drug or alcohol abuse

· Eating problems

· Emotional problems

· Failure to participate in organized activities

· Isolation from others

· Lack of enthusiasm

· Lack of friends

· Lack of motivation

· Learning difficulties

· Lying

· Moodiness

· Poor personal hygiene

· Poor academic performance

· Refusing to do homework

· Reluctance or anxiety about trying new things

· School attendance problems

· Self-abusive behaviors

· Social isolation

· Stealing

· Suicidal thoughts, gestures or attempts

· Quitting or giving up easily
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HOW PARENTS CAN HELP CHILDREN
BUILD SELF-ESTEEM

The building of children’s self-esteem begins at home and is largely determined by interpersonal family relationships.  Parents play the most significant role in influencing what a child’s self-esteem may be.  How parents view their children, and how they communicate these views to their children, greatly influences how children view themselves.  The following list contains proven ways that parents can help their children build self-esteem.

· Take the time to help your children learn how to master tasks.

· Motivate your children to try new activities.  Provide your full support in helping them master these activities.

· Support and encourage your child’s efforts to master tasks.

· Recognize and praise your child’s efforts and accomplishments.

· Reassure your children when they encounter difficulties.

· Provide guidance and support to your children’s social and moral development.

· Do not mock or make fun of tasks or activities your children take seriously.

· Communicate to your children that everyone has strengths and weaknesses, and that some of these areas can be improved and others must be accepted as they are.

· Teach your children how to set and meet attainable goals

· Expose your children to a broad variety of activities, so they will become versatile and learn how to select tasks according to their abilities and preferences.

· Find something positive to say about any honest attempt to master something new or difficult.

· Use only “constructive criticism;” never ridicule or subject your children to criticism that belittles them.

· Develop a strong communication system with your children.  Know how they are feeling, what they are thinking and when they are experiencing difficulties.

· Provide your children the personal time and attention they need.

· Let your children know (at all times) that they are secure in your love and commitment to them.
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HOW TEACHERS CAN HELP STUDENTS

BUILD SELF-ESTEEM

Teachers do not only help their students learn facts and formulae, they also influence how children perceive themselves in relation to others.  Those students who feel they are of lesser value than other students may develop low self-esteem.  In turn, low self-esteem students are at-risk to have problems in school, drop out and not reach their educational or vocational potential.  The following list contains proven ways that teachers can help their students build self-esteem.

· Accentuate the positive.  Be sure to praise students for what they do well.  Encourage parents to do the same.

· Give as much positive feedback as is warranted.

· Never tease or ridicule.

· Give criticism privately, or quietly, whenever possible.

· Phrase your criticism in positive terms by accompanying it with encouragement and confidence that the student “can do it.”

· Develop communication so that students are comfortable in asking for help.

· Distribute praise and rewards as evenly as possible.

· Be open with students about their performances.  Do not let poor grades be a surprise.  Make them aware of avenues to improvement.

· Stress a variety of activities in any grade or subject that allows different talents to shine.

· Help students with social interaction by offering group projects and assignments.
· Be aware of cliques that may have a negative influence on student self-image.

· Communicate to parents when a student is struggling with a particular area or subject.  Instruct them in how to help with homework or related outside activities.

· Be available to help students deal with personal problems, or to direct them to a qualified specialist.

· Identify students who may have special needs, such as medical, psychological or learning problems, and see that they get professional help.

-15-

SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION

ABOUT SELF-ESTEEM

The following is a list of agencies and professionals that parents and teachers can contact for advice or information about building self-esteem.  The first list contains local agencies and professionals who can provide direct help.  The second list contains national agencies to contact for information.
LOCAL AGENCIES AND PROFESSIONALS

SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGIST – School psychologists can administer and interpret psychological tests and help diagnose the cause of a child’s low self-esteem.  They also can provide counseling or make referrals to other agencies and professionals.

Telephone #

MENTAL HEALTH CENTER – Most communities have a counseling center where trained professionals are available to help children who have emotional or behavioral problems.  A staff psychiatrist, psychologist or counselor can administer and interpret psychological tests and provide counseling.

Telephone #

CHILDREN AND YOUTH SERVICES – Most communities have a local agency that specializes in matters related to children.  These trained professionals deliver services to children experiencing social, emotional or behavioral problems.  They also can make referrals to other agencies and professionals.

PSYCHIATRIST OR PSYCHOLOGIST IN PRIVATE PRACTICE – Psychiatrists and psychologists can administer and interpret psychological tests to determine the causes of a child’s low self-esteem.  The also can provide counseling services to help the child improve his or her self-esteem.

Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

National Association for Self-Esteem

www.self-esteem-nase.org
Nemours Foundation
www.kidshealth.org
Center for Effective Parenting

www.parenting-ed.org
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