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Growing Self Esteem
Schools in California recently instituted in their curriculum a unit on the development of self esteem.  Although the subject seems far removed from our traditional ideas of what school should be about, any school teacher, counselor or administrator will tell you that most of the kids who have trouble learning the three R's are the ones who display the marks of a damaged self image.

In order to clarify some potential confusion, self esteem is not the same as self centeredness or selfishness.  As a matter of fact the person with the lowest self esteem is likely to appear most self centered and unable to give of himself to others.  Rather, self esteem refers to a deep belief in one's worth and competency, the feeling that I am o.k. and that life is good and that I have something to contribute.

There are three main sources of a healthy self esteem.  

First, a person learns to feel good about oneself during the first twenty-four to thirty six months of life through an experience of physical and emotional security.  Basic needs for food, cleanliness, shelter and mental and emotional stimulation must be regularly provided either by the parent or by a consistently available parent substitute.  If a safe, secure environment is lacking at the earliest stage of development, the child will experience life as threatening and unstable and he or she will grow up to feel incapable of facing the challenges that are normal for others who have a more stable childhood

Second, just as a person learns about his or her physical appearance by looking in a mirror so a child learns about his or her worth by looking into the faces of other people, especially parents.  If, when a child looks at a parent, he sees disgust and gloom in that face, then the impression is created that the child is the cause of that negative reaction. The child says to himself, "When I look at my parents they look bad, therefore, I must be bad."  

On the other hand, if a child sees delight and gladness in the face of a parent, he concludes that he must be a delightful person.  For a child to develop good self esteem he must have at least one person in his life who is crazy about him.

Third, in order for a person to feel good she must do "good."  That is, high self esteem is fed by success and achievement.  This does not necessarily mean being valedictorian of the class or winning an Olympic gold metal.  But when a two year old feeds herself, or a five year old learns to tie a shoe, or an eight year old washes the dishes, or a twelve year old mows the yard, then the accomplishment of these tasks contributes to a feeling of competency and self worth.  Learning special skills in music, art or sports can also be a boost to a child's self esteem. 

On the other hand, if a child does not do homework or if he gets F's in school or never does chores at home or mistreats other people, then that child will naturally feel like a failure.  Indeed, that child is a failure.  

Self esteem is not built by always getting one's way nor by never having to experience hardship, pain, or unhappiness.  Indeed, the person who is shielded too much from the hard knocks of life is likely to develop an exaggerated sense of his self importance.  And the failure to meet and overcome adversity will in the end produce mere self centeredness rather that a genuine, healthy self esteem.

