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Preface

FROM INFANCY, WE STRIVE TO MAINTAIN a sense of significance, purpose,
and value in our lives. Poets, philosophers, psychologists, and theo-
logians alike have recognized this fundamental human aspiration. Profes-
sionals in early childhood education, too, have long accepted our prime
responsibility to promote children’s inner sense of significance and
value. Unlike more objective educational or therapeutic goals, concern
about self-esteem turns attention to children’s own sense of significance
and value. Hence, the goal is not merely to get children to read or act
better, but to get them to experience themselves as valuable and compe-
tent individuals.

The strength of the idea of self-esteem, however, is rivaled only by its
weakness. True, the concept touches the essence of the human spirit. But
itis also open to serious misconception and trivialization. Happy-grams,
empty praise, smiley-face stickers, “‘participant” ribbons, and all manner
of drivel are lavished upon children under the guise of building their
self-esteem. In a culture plagued by self-preoccupation and narcissism, it
is hard to know whether pleas for improved self-esteem are a solution or
part of the problem.

Most disturbing, perhaps, is the idea that self-esteem is a cure-all. One
preschool child was referred to a clinic for language delay, acting out,
unsupportive parents, and poor peer relations. The clinicians’ treatment
plan: Improve the child’s low self-esteem. Are we to suppose that this
child’s sense of self could be transformed without dealing with the com-
plex and depressing realities of his life? All too many interventions aimed
at improving self-esteem have been similarly vague and ineffective
(Strein, 1988).

Low self-esteem can be viewed as the root of all sorts of social ills —
alcoholism, drug abuse, crime, teenage pregnancy, school failure, and
unemployment. The state of California even has established a commis-
sion on self-esteem in order to alleviate society’s ills. While concluding
that “‘self-esteem is the likeliest candidate for a social vaccine” (Califor-
nia Task Force, 1990, p.4), its comprehensive analysis shows that there is



no single, simple cure. To begin with, they found it essential to distin-
guish self-esteem from highly individualistic narcissism by defining it to
include not only a sense of self-worth and importance, but also *“‘the
character to be accountable for myself and to act responsibly toward
others” (p. 1). This definition points to the breadth and complexity of the
problem. Beyond esteem in the narrow sense, we are talking about the
development of character, values, self-control, and morality! (You think a
cure for cancer is difficult?)

Using a broader framework for understanding self-esteem, this mono-
graph pulls together a knowledge base of recent child development re-
search and practice. Going beyond traditional, global measures of self-
esteem, new measures offer a more differentiated and integrated picture
of self-development. For the first time, objective science is proving the
importance and early development of the subjective self, thereby en-
hancing long-held beliefs of early childhood professionals. These find-
ings are confidence-building! But we also must caution about the need for
humility. Self-development is a complex phenomenon that should not
be treated lightly. Far be it that we think we have all the answers. Yet, we
can chart some clear directions: Guides for teachers, administrators,
and professors who are seeking to better understand and promote self-
development.

xii/PREFACE
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Introduction

What is self-esteem?

SELF-ESTEEM IS NOT A WELL-DEFINED CONCEPT. It is, rather, an intuitive
notion that has stimulated and variously guided research and prac-
tice. As Harter (1983) explains, “In most treatments of the topic, self-
esteem is never clearly defined, but merely taken as a given. Presumably,
there is some common referent of which we are all intuitively aware” (p.
320). This is not to say that our intuitions are incorrect. They have often
served us well, just as they have sometimes led us astray. The task is not
to dismiss these intuitions, but to clarify and build upon them.

Intuitions and beyond

Intuitions
The concept of self-esteem includes three basic intuitions:

1. How people think and feel about themselves is important.

2. Positive self-concepts and feelings provide the confidence, energy,
and optimism to master life’s tasks.

3. Self-esteem is promoted by positive self-experiences.

As Rutter (1987) points out, each of these intuitions has proved to be on
the right track:

1. A growing body of literature attests to the importance of people's
concepts and feelings about themselves.

2. The available evidence suggests that it is protective to have a well-
established feeling of one’s own worth as a person together with a
confidence and conviction that one can cope with life’s challenges.

3. The limited evidence suggests that two types of experiences are most
influential: secure and harmonious love relationships, and successful
accomplishment of tasks important to the individual. (p. 327)



Beyond intuition

Although sending us in the right direction, the concept of self-esteem
suffers in being so general. All the many concepts and thoughts people
have about themselves are boiled down to a single positive or negative
characterization. Hence, too often self-esteem comes to be viewed as a
single, fixed entity, rather than a many-sided, dynamic process.

This monograph goes beyond this single-entity notion of self-esteem
in several respects.

Beyond global conceptions. Self-esteem is a cover term for many
different concepts and feelings about the self. We can conceive of many
different parts of ourselves: our bodies, minds, social standing, even our
clothes and ancestors which we identify as ours (James, 1890). In turn,
our feelings, positive or negative, about these different parts may be of
very different kinds. We may feel positive about ourselves in being confi-
dent and proud, loved and accepted, powerful and controlled, or good
and helpful.

Theorists have commonly distinguished four different dimensions of
self-esteem: acceptance, power and control, moral worth, and competence.
Instead of summarizing across these different dimensions, as was done
with traditional measures of self-esteem, it is important to consider how
different aspects of self-feeling may be separate or related (see Harter,
1983).

Beyond dichotomy. Self-esteem is often treated as if it is either posi-
tive or negative, good or bad. Positive self-esteem is associated with all
the good things in life, whereas negative self-esteem is associated with all
the bad. Hence, children with positive self-esteem are assumed to be
confident, achieving, autonomous, and friendly; whereas children with
low self-esteem are presumed to be unsure, incompetent, dependent, and
retiring. These are stereotypes. In reality most children and adults fall
somewhere in between these polarities. We all have islands of personal
strength and vulnerability.

Dichotomous thinking is also evident in the idea that good feelings
about the self are always healthy, whereas bad self-feelings are to be
avoided. But good feelings about the self can be self-deceptive and nar-
cissistic (excessive pride) just as bad feelings can be constructive and
energizing (healthy guilt). Moreover, the most adaptive self-concepts
probably arrive from coping experiences in which negative states are
transformed into positive ones (Rutter, 1987; Tronick, 1989). Beyond
trying to get children to “feel good” about themselves, it is important to
consider how children develop an honest, adaptable, balanced sense
of self.

4 /BEYOND SELF-ESTEEM



Beyond an isolated entity. It is misleading to think of self-esteem as
an isolated thing that you get. This is the inoculation theory, as if self-
esteem is like a drug that can be given in a single booster shot. Instead,
self-esteem must be viewed as a life-long developmental process. How
children feel and think about themselves is integrally tied to their physi-
cal, social, moral, emotional, cognitive, and personality development.

The new wave of research
and practice

Self-esteem is back in. The last time it was in was in the 1950s and 60s
with the parents of the Me generation and movements toward open
schooling and affective education. It went out with back to basics and the
materialistic narcissism of the 70s and 80s. But now, in the 90s, self-
esteem has again come center stage. In fact, during the time this mono-
graph was being prepared, two major scholarly books were published on
the subject (Mecca, Smelser, & Vasconellos, 1989; Sternberg & Kolligan,
1990), and we have seen a sudden surge of interest in developing pro-
grams to promote self-esteem. This new wave of interest seems promis-
ing. Its success, however, will require that we learn from the pitfalls of the
past.

Erikson (1950) got things off to a good start in the 50s. Based on clinical
insight and brilliant intuitions, Erikson considered self-esteem as a dy-
namic motivational component of the ego, developing within a psycho-
social context. Each phase of his developmental model marked a new
interrelated dimension of self-evaluation. Basic tfrust has to do with feel-
ings of acceptance, autonomy with feelings of power, initiative and guilt
with feelings of moral worth, and industry with feelings of competence.

Unfortunately, the subtleties of psychodynamic thinking about self-
esteem were lost both to the general public and to the science of the day.
The concept was seized upon and quickly became dominant, to the ex-
clusion of other equally important qualities of the self, such as character,
self-control, and self-understanding. Slogans such as “I like you just the
way you are’ and “Criticize the behavior not the child” became common
sense to a generation of parents who sought to protect their children
from the anxieties of social responsibility, while propelling them into
material and social pleasures (not a surprising reaction given the over-
whelming anxieties and social changes surrounding World War II).

Lacking sophisticated theories and precise measures, scientists devel-
oped measures of global self-esteem, such as the Coopersmith and Piers-
Harris inventories (Wylie, 1979). Spawning hundreds of studies, these
efforts further contributed to the naive idea that self-esteem is a single
isolatable entity (Harter, 1983). Moreover, the measures proved to be too

INTRODUCTION/S



abstract to be of use with young children, leaving the origins and early
development of self-esteem explored only retrospectively.

Programmatic efforts to enhance self-esteem suffered from a similar
fate. Although some programs were decent, many were misguided and all
were inadequately evaluated. Overall, lacking clearly articulated theo-
ries, practices, and assessments, these efforts proved to be disappointing
(Strein, 1988; Scheirer & Kraut, 1979).

By the 1980s it was clear that research, theory, and practice needed to
go beyond self-esteem as it had previously been considered. As Rosen-
berg (1979) lamented, ‘“‘we will never understand self-esteem unless we
go beyond self-esteem” (p. 288).

The last decade has seen a tremendous change in the breadth and
quality of research on the self, in part spearheaded by Harter’s (1983)
challenge to consider self-esteem within the broader self-system. Most of
this research has gone beyond self-esteem to measure various related
notions such as self-regulation, self-effectance, self-schemas, and inter-
nal working models.

Although it shares many of Erikson’s original assumptions, it is encour-
aging that the current wave of interest in self-esteem can be built
on a broader and more secure foundation of research. This founda-
tion is buttressed by the following general advances in the field of
child development.

e New measures. Such measures have enabled researchers for the first
time to examine the very beginnings of a sense of self in infancy, as well
as the self-concepts of young children. These measures provide a wel-
come window on children’s private world of thoughts and emotions.

¢ New perspectives. Combined with new measures, research in child
development has led to major changes in how we view children and
their development. One particularly important theme is that children
are active participants in their own development. Although this theme
is familiar to most professionals, it is particularly important to apply it
in the study of self-esteem.

Children are active participants in the development of their sense of
self. How children view their selves is not simply a mirror of how others
view them. Infants come into the world with their own individual charac-
teristics. The self that is experienced will depend upon how these char-
acteristics transact with those of the caregiving environment.

Campbell (1990) details how Jamie, an active infant who cried a lot and
was difficult to soothe, grew into a wild, aggressive 3-year-old who was
expelled from preschool. Jamie’s temperament was already placing him
at risk for feeling uncontrollable, bad, and rejected, which only fueled
subsequent ongoing behavioral problems. Difficult or anxious children
generally find it harder to become engaged in positive self-experiences.
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