Understanding and Enhancing
          Children’s Self-Esteem
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What is self-esteem?

Self-esteem is a word used interchangeably at times with self-concept.  Actually there is the “self-system” which is made up of three interdependent components.

· Self-concept:  How we THINK about or see ourselves, our self image.

· Self-control:  How we ACT.

· Self-esteem:  How we FEEL about how we act and how we feel about what we think is true about ourselves.

Self-esteem is our perception of what we are and what we can do.  This self-perception, which is not necessarily based on reality, influences both our view of the world and of ourselves in relationship to that world.  How capable, significant, successful and worthy do we feel? 

Strong self-esteem is not only the foundation of sound mental health, but probably the key ingredient in charting the course for a successful and happy life.  The chance of attaining goals in life is greatly increased when you feel good about yourself.  As such, building high self-esteem in our children probably constitutes one the greatest challenges of parenthood.

What does a child with high self-esteem look like?

· Happy and energetic

· Tolerates frustration

· Proud of accomplishments

· Makes friends easily

· Shows enthusiasm for new activities

· Is cooperative; can follow reasonable rules

· Usually responsible for control of his own actions

· Independent and self assured

· Is creative, imaginative, and has ideas of his own

What does a child with low self-esteem look like?
· Hesitates or refuses new things

· Views self as powerless

· Has poor relationships with others

· Displays withdrawn or aggressive behavior

When a child has a low opinion of himself, he lacks the courage and energy to tackle new problems.  He becomes a problem to others, holds back on progress, and is often prone to misery and failure.

True self-esteem vs. false self-esteem

Parents may be concerned that if their children’s self-esteem is too high, they may become self-centered or unruly and become impossible to deal with.  Actually, the opposite is true.

True self-esteem is based on an inner confidence and security that is not dependent on putting others down in order to feel superior.  Children with high self-esteem want to cooperate and behave in a manner consistent with how they feel about themselves.

False self-esteem, on the other hand, is based on fear, doubt, and insecurity.  The child does not want his insecurity and shortcomings to be discovered, so he behaves in a manner that will cover his true feelings about himself, kind of a false bravado.  Children with true self-esteem think and act differently than those with false self-esteem.

Children with False Self-Esteem Tend To:
· Build themselves up at the expense of others.

· Avoid trying new things if they can’t do them well.

· Feel unloved and unwanted by those who matter to them.

· Blame others for their own shortcomings.

· Display anger or indifference to mask feelings of inferiority.

· Be unable to tolerate normal levels of frustration.

· Put down or over-inflate their talents and abilities.

· Take negative risks.

· Be easily influenced by their peers. 

· Fear and attack differences. 

Components of self-worth

Children’s overall sense of self-worth has several components:

· Scholastic Competence - How well they do in school
· Physical Competence - How well they engage in large-motor activities such as riding a bike, running or kicking a ball
· Social Acceptance - Acceptance by family, teachers, and peers.

· Physical Appearance - How accepting they are about their looks, especially during puberty and adolescence.

· Behavioral Conduct -How well others, especially parents, teachers, and peers like and react to their behavior.

Self-esteem is not only determined by how children see themselves in relation to these areas, but also by the degree of importance attached to each area.  If they see themselves as competent in areas that they see as important, they are more likely to have high self-esteem.  On the other hand, if they see themselves as failures in the areas they want most to succeed in, their overall self-esteem is likely to be low.

Language is key strategy for building self-esteem

As preschool children we gradually formulate impressions and attitudes about ourselves.  Parents, siblings, and other significant adults have a major impact on self esteem.  If we are told over and over again, “No, bad girl off the table,” or “No, bad boy don’t touch,” we start to think “I do things wrong. I’m bad!”  The words children hear strongly affect concept.  Children are vulnerable to the messages they hear during the early childhood years.
Elementary-aged children take in new experiences and interpret them in the light of the beliefs and attitudes they have accumulated.  Peers now have a much greater influence on how children perceive themselves.  Significant adults still pay a vital role in enhancing or damaging a child’s self esteem.  

If a new experience is consistent with what you believe (your self-image), it adds to your SELF and you grow.  If the experience is not consistent with your self-image, it is ignored or rejected.  In fact, we are almost compelled to behave in ways that are consistent with our self-image.  This illustrates how difficult it can be to change one’s self-concept.
Words to crush self-esteem

Words to build self-esteem
You usually make mistakes, so be careful

Knowing you, I’m sure you will do fine.

I doubt that you can do it.



You can do it if you try.
You can do better




I have faith in you.

That’s a good job. But the corners are ragged.
You’re trying your hardest, and your work 
will pay off.

Better get some help.




I can see you put a lot of effort into that.

If you can’t do it right, don’t do it at all.

That was a good try. Don’t worry about the 
mistake.

That looks too difficult for you to try.


Go ahead and try it.

Ways adults can sabotage a child’s self-esteem:

· Giving false praise

· Praising too much and too often

· Being rude and disrespectful

· Using ridicule and sarcasm

· Being over-controlling

· Being over- protective

· Being too strict

· Being too permissive

· Using physical, emotional or verbal abuse

· Not meeting basic needs

· Seeing mistakes as failures

· Expecting perfection

· Offering conditional love

· Not setting limits and boundaries

· Setting unrealistic expectations

Ways adults can enhance self-esteem

· Offer genuine encouragement.
· See challenges and obstacles as necessary to foster flexibility, resilience, competence, and perseverance.

· Acknowledge and accept both positive and negative feelings.

· See mistakes as learning experiences instead of failures.

· Focus on the behavior, not the child.

· Create and practice mutual respect.

· Provide effective discipline and structure.

· Offer choices and set limits.

· Provide experiences that build knowledge, skills and character.

· Encourage the child to stretch and grow. 

· Expect and accept differences.

How can you build self-esteem in children?  

Parents are the single most important factor in determining a child’s developing self-image.  Parents have a wide-ranging influence on children’s self-esteem through their expectations, their responses, and their level of interest and affection for their children.  In large part, children form a self-image through the verbal, non-verbal, conscious and unconscious messages parents convey to them.

One of the most important things parents can do is share time with their children each day.  Try to make time to share activities you enjoy, discuss the day’s events, or just watch television or read a book together.  Even in the busiest families, setting the dinner table or washing the dishes can be used as time for a private conversation between parent and child.  Or, make a date with your child.  Every so often have a day revolve around what your child would like to do.  If you have more than one child, let each child select an activity when it is his or her special day.

· Realistic praise.  Let your children know you feel they do things well.  Not just the big, important things but the small, routine ones, too!  However, be careful to not overdo the praise.  Children whose parents give excessive praise with no regard to the reason may be giving children an unrealistic perspective of what it takes to be successful outside family life.  Plus, they can’t replicate a behavior that was praised, if they can’t identify it specifically.

· Use language that builds self-esteem.  Use phrases such as “What an excellent idea!” or “Thanks for your help.  I could never have made it without you.”  Avoid language that destroys self-esteem:  “Why are you so stupid?” or “How many times do I have to tell you something before you get it through your head?.”
· Set an example.  Children who see loving, well-balanced, confident parents with a positive, enthusiastic attitude about life’s challenges will feel good about themselves.

· Give your children responsibilities.  Each family member needs to feel useful and valued.

· Listen to your children.  At all ages, children feel better about themselves if they know others value what they have to say.  By not listening, you convey the message that your children’s idea, opinions and feelings are not very important.

· Take their ideas, emotions and feelings seriously.  Don’t laugh their concerns away by saying, “You’ll grow out of it,” or “It’s not as bad as you think.”  Don’t minimize their feelings.

· Tell the truth.  It is important that your children hear the truth from you and learn about the value of honesty.

· Allow children to fail.  Don’t set up unrealistic goals.  Let children know that whatever the task, they’ll have other chances to succeed.  Let children know that everyone—even parents—sometimes fail and need to learn from their mistakes.

· Encourage children to try new activities and be open to new experiences.

· Encourage your children to make their own decisions.  Teach them that they must take responsibility for their actions and decisions.

· Teach children that when they fail or act inappropriately, your constructive criticism relates only to their mistake or misbehavior.  No matter what, you still love, appreciate and accept them.  Never tell the child that he or she was bad, only that the behavior was bad.

· Set limits and clear rules, and enforce them.  But don’t hamstring your children with too many rules.

· Have reasonable expectations that your children can meet, and help them set reachable goals.  Then praise them for their successes.

· Teach your children to respect those with different backgrounds, values and experiences.  Encourage them to value diversity and to look for friends from various groups of people.

· Help your children learn to deal with time and money.  Teach them to budget and spend wisely both of these important commodities.

· Enjoy your children.  Have fun with them.  Share their interests and appreciate their sense of humor.

· Recognize that each child is an individual who will develop at his or her own pace.  Keep your expectations realistic.

· Concentrate on the positive.  Avoid excessive criticism.  Children’s self-confidence needs extra bolstering when they fail at a task.  Look for something positive in their experience and emphasize that.

· Hug your child every day.  Physically expressing your love is essential.
Re-Appraising Praise

By Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish, authors of How To Talk So Kids Will Listen and Listen So Kids Will Talk
(From Faber/Mazlish Forum Issue No. 4.)

In all of our books we talk about the drawbacks of the typical praise that parents and teachers use to help children feel good about themselves (“You’re so good. . .great. . .terrific. . .wonderful. . .smart”) and contrast these evaluations with the power of descriptive praise (“You did it”. . . “You figured it out”. . . “You stuck with that problem until you solved it!”)


In a recent issue of the American Educator, Carol S. Dweck**, Professor of Psychology at Columbia University, reports the result of her research in an article titled “Caution-Praise Can Be Dangerous.”  Her findings support our work and add additional insights, which we felt were important to share with our readers.


In studies she conducted with 400 fifth grade students from different backgrounds in different parts of the country, all were given a puzzle task that was easy enough for them all to experience success.  One part of the group was praised for being intelligent.  They were told, “That’s a really good score!  You must be smart at this.”  Children in a second group were also told they had very good scores, but they were praised for their effort:  “You must have worked really hard.”  The same students were subsequently given the option of either attempting another easy task or a harder one from which they could learn a lot.  Those who had been praised for being “smart” chose the easy task.  They weren’t about to risk their reputations.  Those students who had been praised for their effort chose the challenging learning task.


In the second part of the study the same students were given a set of problems that were deliberately made harder and on which they did not do as well.  Result?  The students who had originally been praised for being “intelligent” wanted nothing more to do with the problem and “felt dumb at having encountered a setback.”  In contrast, those praised for effort enjoyed working on the more difficult problems and were eager to take them home to practice.


The final test produced the most startling result.  Once again, all the students were asked to do an easy set of problems.  Those who had originally been praised for their intelligence in the first test, but who had done poorly in the second, now did worse than before, while those who had been told they worked hard did even better than before.


When the students were questioned afterwards, it seemed that the different kinds of praise had had a profound effect upon them and led them to two very different sets of beliefs about themselves.  Those who were told they were smart thought of intelligence as some kind of gift, something they either had or didn’t have.  Any setback was unsettling.  It meant they weren’t as smart as they thought.  Worse yet, they believed that effort was a sign of weakness.  If they were really smart, they should be able to “get it” without working.


In contrast the children whose efforts were appreciated had a very different reaction.  They experienced setbacks as simply an indication that more study, more effort was needed.  They saw intelligence as something over which they had control and which could be improved through hard work.


What does all this mean to us a parents and teachers?  It means that we need to think twice before telling a youngster, “You’re a great athlete. . .a wonderful artist. . .a whiz at spelling.”  Instead let him hear, “It’s not easy to connect a bat with a fast ball at just the right instant”. . . “So you drew another picture of a farm—only this one has a barn and horses”. . . “You’ve got your own method for teaching yourself new words.  You write them, say them aloud, and write them again until they stick in your head.”


We want to give our children the message that the process is as important as the product.  We want them to value their ability to hang in there, to practice, to persist.  We want them to view a mistake—not as proof of failure—but as an opportunity to learn something they never knew before.

**Additional information about Carol Dweck, author of Mindset: The New Psychology of Success (2007)

In a fixed mindset, people believe their basic qualities, like their intelligence or talent, are simply fixed traits. They spend their time documenting their intelligence or talent instead of developing them. They also believe that talent alone creates success—without effort. They’re wrong.

In a growth mindset, people believe that their most basic abilities can be developed through dedication and hard work—brains and talent are just the starting point. This view creates a love of learning and a resilience that is essential for great accomplishment. Virtually all great people have had these qualities.

Teaching a growth mindset creates motivation and productivity in the worlds of business, education, and sports. It enhances relationships.

http://mindsetonline.com/ 
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